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Politične metafore in teme v sodobnih irskih protestnih pesmih 
Uporaba metafor znotraj političnega in družbenega prizorišča se je prepletla v politično 
razmišljanje in ima pomembno vlogo. Metafore so edinstveno močno in pomembno politično 
orodje za sporočanje sporočil in pomoč širokemu občinstvu. Moj osnovni cilj te raziskave je 
analizirati sodobno glasbo na Irskem, zlasti iskati politične metafore. Pričakovani rezultat 
študije bo usmerjen v dokaz, da sodobna irska glasba vključuje politično metaforo in vsebino, 
ki je obravnavana kot oblika družbenega protesta. Cilj študije je ugotoviti, ali so protestne 
pesmi pomembne za trenutno politično ozračje v času produkcije na Irskem. Ta študija želi 
pokazati, da je sodobna irska glasba z njeno uporabo metaforičnega in tematskega jezika 
vredna analize, da bi kritizirala in pomagala razumeti različne družbene in politične vidike 
sveta okoli nas. 
 
Ključne besede: Politične metafore, družbene protestne pesmi, popularna glasba, politika 
kulture 
Political metaphors and themes in contemporary Irish protest songs 
The use of metaphors within the political and social arena has been interwoven into political 
thinking and serve an important function. Metaphors are a uniquely powerful and important 
political tool to deliver a message and aid comprehension to a large audience. My primary 
goal of this research is to analyse contemporary music in Ireland, specifically seeking out 
political metaphors. The expected outcome of the study will aim to demonstrate that 
mainstream contemporary Irish music contains political metaphors and content which is 
regarded as a form of social protest. The study aims to establish if the protest songs are 
relevant to the current political climate at the time of production in Ireland. This study aims 
to demonstrate that contemporary Irish music, with its use of metaphorical and thematic 
language, is worth analysing in order to critique and aid understanding of various social and 
political aspects about the world around us. 
Keywords: Political metaphors, social protest songs, popular music, cultural politics. 
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1. Introduction 
The Irish population recognise throughout, its often-tumultuous history, that the “knowledge 
of music in Ireland, its relationship to politics has been evident in terms of song content, 
music and cultural meanings” (McCann, 1995). Ireland’s music has incorporated a voice of 
protest during turbulent historical periods dating from colonial rule and in recent times, civil 
war (the Northern Ireland conflict). Zbikowski described music as “a rich and complex 
product of culture” (Zbikowski, 2008).   
Ireland has been referred to as the ‘land of saints and scholars’ with an ability to decorate their 
songs with linguistic approaches to vibrantly depict and represent Irelands’ struggles. 
However, this position and Ireland’s political relationship with music was impeded by the 
coloniser. This was recognised by the colonisers. The powerlessly oppressed Irish were more 
musical than the powerful domineering rule of the coloniser. The Lord President of Munster 
in 1603 issued a proclamation to exterminate through martial law, pipers and poets because of 
their role in the insurgence of Gaelic Ireland against the English (McCann, 1995). This echoes 
Smith’s idea that “music flourishes in the spaces of oppression precisely because it is the one 
resource the powerless can mobilise to enhance their lives and challenge their marginality” 
(Smith, 1997). 
Popular music, as a form of mass media incorporating metaphors and lyrical narratives, can 
be used to transmit a message of socio-political discontent, within a specific societal context 
and “thus informs practices of domination and empowerment; and it infuses the assertion or 
subversion of identity” and “so often mediated by spatial strategies and metaphors” (Smith, 
1997). Metaphors saturate language, whether it is spoken or written. The metaphors 
embedded in the language used in popular music can be transformed into critically important 
objects to understand and analyse politics. It is relevant to examine these metaphors within 
the form of social practices and representations. In the specific case of Ireland, now a post-
colonial, more secular nation state, protest songs and the language used shape and mould the 
events of protest, some of which may not be well placed in the Irish society of today. 
The accepted form of political protest in a western liberal democratic state is that of the 
electoral voting system in a sanctioned election. Another form of visible, mostly accepted 
expression of public opinion is through street-demonstrations or labour-strikes. However, we 
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should also consider the more insidious use of music as a protest media. Evidently this was 
overtly a visible threat in 17th century Ireland. What about Ireland of the 21st century? Protest 
music is very much present but perhaps it is considered less legitimate, plausible, and 
threatening within a modern nation state. Music can evoke particular images and associations. 
It can also impact our emotions. Popular music containing protest language, such as 
metaphors cannot be ignored as John Street points out that popular music is not only a 
necessary adjunct of contemporary political communications ‘but that judgements about 
music were themselves political judgements, revealing of more than mere taste’ (Street, 
2003). 
 
2. Research aim and questions 
My goal of this research is to analyse contemporary music in Ireland, specifically seeking out 
political metaphors. Until the late 1960s, serious scholarship involving the impact of popular 
music as political expression was lacking. This study will explore if the tradition of vocalising 
discontent through popular song remains. Some critics have argued that the political meaning 
of music cannot be located within the body of one song text, which has been refuted in other 
research areas and this study will attempt to disprove these critics (Power et al., 2012). The 
expected outcome of the study will aim to demonstrate that mainstream contemporary Irish 
music contains political metaphors and content which is regarded as a form of social protest 
and within the framework and context of a contemporary Irish society. This indeed, may not 
be the case as John Harris has bemoaned a lack of contemporary protest music in his article 
“someone out there, please pick up a guitar and howl” (Harris, 2010).  
The use of metaphors within the political and social arena has been interwoven into political 
thinking and serve an important function. Metaphors require a theory of interpretation and 
meaning-producing metaphors structure the cognitive and subjective view of how people 
make sense of the world (Mottier, 2008). Relevance theory argued by Sperber and Wilson, 
abuts the interpretation theory as it is required to activate an underlying cognitive assumption 
to produce a coherent understanding. The individual must interpret the text based on their 
prior knowledge within its relevant context (Mottier, 2008). The human mind has the efficient 
cognitive ability to selectively choose between the environment and memory thus merging 
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prioritised information for further attentional processing (Sperber & Wilson, 2002). Mottier 
emphasises Gadamerian hermeneutics which places metaphorical meanings relative to a 
discourse and the broader historical horizon of its meaning (Mottier, 2008). Metaphors are an 
effective tool by arousing “latent symbolic representations residing at the unconscious level” 
of the recipient (Mio, 1997).  
Metaphors are a uniquely powerful and important political tool to deliver a message and aid 
comprehension to a large audience. The theory substantiating the use of metaphors has 
evolved. Metaphors are no longer purely linguistic phenomenon. Cienki argues that 
metaphors are fundamental cognitive phenomenon which has been further developed within 
the specialist field of cognitive linguistics by Lakoff and Johnson (Cienki, 2008). The 
conceptual metaphor theory developed reveals that expressions used in everyday language 
reflect an individuals’ ability to characterise one conceptual abstract domain in terms of an 
alternative domain which is based on a persons’ experience and expectations (Cienki, 2008). 
Johnson and Lakoff argue the crucial role of metaphors for “human imagination because 
humans can only make immediate sense of what they experience” (Zinken, 2003).  
The context in which these metaphors and themes arise within contemporary music is 
important. The larger socio-political issues at play in contemporary Ireland have generally 
focused on the Northern Ireland conflict, with varying discourses either side of the northern 
and southern borders of Ireland, and the issues associated with abuse scandals in the Catholic 
Church, a politically powerful organisation which has been historically tightly bound with the 
Irish state and the Irish Constitution. 
More specifically my research aims to identify contemporary Irish artists and their music that 
can be labelled as protest songs and explore if political metaphors are used in their textual 
narratives within the socio-political contexts highlighted above. I chose contemporary Irish 
musicians for this study and those who are known to generate political opinions with socially 
conscious lyrics and those who are known to a wide range of listeners in Ireland. The material 
being accessed is limited because of my decision to focus on Irish contemporary music from 
1980 to the current date. This study includes Irish musicians who are not shy to question 
modern political issues in Ireland. The case sample songs I have chosen are those who have 
achieved notoriety both nationally and internationally, to include “Sunday, bloody Sunday” 
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by U2, “Zombie” by The Cranberries, “Take me to Church” by Hozier, “War” by Sinead 
O’Connor and “Celtic Tiger” by Damien Dempsey.  
This study aims to establish if the protest songs are relevant to the current political climate at 
the time of production in Ireland and explore potential emotive motivations associated with 
these narratives. This is relevant because political talk, or indeed speech, within song can also 
embody a significant affective component. Metaphors can assist in distancing and de-
emphasising the emotive loading “when the topic of talk is uncomfortable” (Cameron, 2008). 
This research intends to highlight the relationship between music and politics in a democratic 
society. In addition, this study aims to demonstrate that contemporary Irish music, with its use 
of metaphorical and thematic language, is worth analysing in order to critique and aid 
understanding of various social and political aspects about the world around us as music is “a 
medium through which those whose condition society tries its best not to see can begin to 
make themselves heard” (Smith, 1997).  
This task is relevant because it provides a unique analysis of topical socio-political problems 
in Ireland, such as the Northern Irish conflict, the role of the Catholic Church in Irish society, 
and the economic crisis, through the medium of music. It aims to provide an understanding of 
contemporary Irish society. Mottier described the use of metaphors as a mini narrative which 
involves “naming and labelling processes” (Mottier, 2008). Smith argued that of “all the arts, 
music has attracted least interest among the major social and political theorists; yet, of all the 
senses, other than sight, hearing seems especially pertinent to experiencing the environment” 
(Smith, 1997). 
The key question firstly is as follows, “Does Irish contemporary music utilise metaphors to 
disperse a politically relevant message and what metaphors are utilised?”. Following on from 
this, “Does Irish contemporary music communicate a political theme through its lyrical 
narratives which can be contextualised to socio-political issues in Irish society?”. I am 
interested in the political metaphors and themes which were evident in popular music during 
this period. I chose to examine specifically political metaphors in contemporary song because 
it provides a unique perspective as a form of political communication. This study explores 
what these contemporary protest songs are actually protesting against and if the music is 
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relevant and in accordance with the current political climate of the time. As contemporary 
music is a popular art form it potentially has the largest impact on a greater audience. 
The limitations of this study include the small number of case songs analysed and discussed. I 
have selectively chosen modern Irish musicians from 1980s to date, therefore omitted other 
potential protest music from earlier decades. There is potential for bias regarding decisions 
made identifying metaphors in this study, given the writers personal intuitions being a native 
English speaker from Ireland. However, this will be objectively managed through the 
consultation of external resources, including dictionaries, which provide a reference frame to 
check individual intuitions (Pragglejaz Group, 2007). This thesis, in keeping with the dearth 
of research available, pays limited attention to the visual presentation style (whether in music 
video format or in live performance) of the case songs analysed whilst not discounting the 
relevance and importance of analysis of performance style influencing the impact of songs 
upon listeners (Mackey‐Kallis, 1990).  
Researchers can utilise and combine a variety of methodologies to analyse and interpret 
metaphors to understand the discourse roles and functions of a metaphor. The methods 
employed include discourse analysis, functional analysis and narrative theory. (Cameron, 
2008). The first task is to identify whether a text contains metaphorical language and 
meaning. This study employs a reliable research method created by the ‘Pragglejaz’ group. 
The ‘Pragglejaz’ group have created a criterion for a “metaphor identification procedure” 
(MIP) which claims to be a tool for flexible application to many research contexts (Pragglejaz 
Group, 2007). MIP endorses a more generalised, explicit and reliable method of application 
for “identifying metaphorically used words in spoken and written language” and this 
procedure “adopts a maximal, and not a minimal, approach such that a wide range of words 
may be considered as conveying metaphorical meaning based on their use in context”. 
Therefore, the metaphor identification procedures’ specific qualities are relevant and can be 
utilised in this study for the purpose of analysing discourse in musical written language 
(Pragglejaz Group, 2007).  
Relevance theory is important in this study because it provides a useful method for thinking 
about how the wider audience creates relevant inferences of metaphors based on interactional 
context (Mottier, 2008). However, relevance theory primarily deals with the interpretation of 
metaphors and so this is already included as metaphors are identified within the song lyrics. 
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The step beyond this, to utilise and interpret metaphors as having active, performance 
qualities is a shift to a discourse analytical framework. Mottier describes metaphors 
transitioning from a cognitive product to an action product, similar to Foucauldian 
perspectives which argue that metaphors are “constitutive of the social and political world” 
(Mottier, 2008). 
In this study, I will employ narrative analysis as a narrative represents ‘storied ways of 
knowing and communicating’ (Riessman, 2005). The narrative analysis allows for a 
perspective of studying the metaphors and symbolism within songs. Kohler Reissman 
documents a plethora of typologies of models of narrative analysis including thematic 
analysis which emphasises “the content of a text” (Riessman, 2005). Negus, more simply 
argues that the narratives offered by the words and music of songs provides “insights into the 
significance of repetitive actions in our lives” (Negus, 2012), provokes memories and allows 
“glimpses of life in progress” (Negus, 2012).  
The narrative analysis will also be combined with the theoretical concepts of functional 
analysis. Functional analysis is chosen as a methodological tool in this study because it 
considers various methods of mass communication, including television, music, newspapers, 
as items for analysis (Wright, 1960). The distribution of mass media communicating a 
message and motives through song to a large, public, indiscriminate and heterogenous 
anonymous audience is a complex phenomenon which can be addressed using functional 
analysis. This study will aim to theorise if protest songs potentially serve a function as a 
means of communicating socio-political issues. Wright claims that the “possible functions 
here are the enrichment and variety which are introduced into a society's culture through 
mass-communicated information” (Wright, 1960).  However, this study is limited as it will 
not address the specific consequences of the impact protest songs have on the audience from a 
socio-political perspective. 
The structure of this thesis will start by providing a brief overview of the history of music 
associated with politics in Ireland and explore the general concept of protest music. This 
thesis will further describe the socio-political context and landscape of contemporary protest 
music specifically in Ireland and identify the Irish musicians involved in this process.  
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This thesis will define and discuss political metaphors. This will be followed by a chapter 
identifying and analysing the five chosen case songs, for metaphors utilising the Metaphorical 
Interpretation Procedure research tool. Further analysis of the chosen case songs will employ 
narrative and functional theory to better understand mass communication, such as that of 
protest songs. 
Lastly this thesis will explore whether political metaphors and themes resonate with Irish 
socio-political issues and impact on the receiving audience, the general listening populace. 
 
3. A brief overview of the history of music and politics in Ireland 
Ireland has a long history interweaving music and politics. There has been a noted contested 
relationship between tradition and modernity embedded in the discourse of politics and 
culture in Ireland. It is important to consider how cultural life can be partly represented by 
various musical genres. McCarthy argues that these musical genres are relevant to functioning 
in a specific society at a given time period and explored this within the context of the formal 
Irish education system (McCarthy, 2004). Ireland’s relationship with music was notably 
strengthened during certain periods, whereby it was associated with propagating and 
endorsing the values of the Catholic church through the teaching of hymns and through 
building Irish identity through Irish-language songs. The undercurrent for generating these 
agendas were driven by cultural and political nationalists and members of the Catholic 
hierarchy in post-colonial independent Ireland (McCarthy, 2004). 
The construction and reconstruction of identifies of both colonised and coloniser are rampant 
throughout Irish history. Irish music, as well as language, literature and religion, became 
central within this power struggle (McCann, 1995). Irish folk music represented one of the 
several areas of culture contested in a battle between the coloniser and colonised, Anglo-Irish 
and Native Irish, English and Irish. The political interests in music highlighted the central role 
of political balladry in Irish nationalism (McCann, 1995).  
The musical genres in Ireland have further developed and changed whereby a post-nationalist 
Ireland has demonstrated a greater openness to international trends and musical genres. 
Ireland’s entry into the European Community in 1973 bolstered its global networks of 
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communication thus exposing Irish culture to international communities, particularly through 
contemporary musical productions such as Riverdance and artists such as U2 and The 
Cranberries. This paved the way for a once ethnically homogeneous population to remove its 
identity from a defined single dominant cultural ideology of a post-colonial nation. This 
allowed contemporary artists to expand on other political themes within their musical genre, 
not just that of the colonised heritage entrenched in Irish history. 
 
4. What are protest songs? 
Musicians can be said to perform a journalistic role in political movements. Popular culture, 
including that of music, has been firmly embedded in the social tradition of folklore and 
orality (Van Zoonen, 2000). Music has been used as a medium to communicate for centuries. 
During the Medieval period minstrels travelled distances to sing ballads pertaining to battles, 
edicts, and natural disasters, thus embodying the task of delivering recent news, a function 
paralleling contemporary journalism. Music is a strong mnemonic device, in so far as, 
rhyming or repetition of verse is a highly effective means of remembering, retelling, and 
recording events in oral culture. However, despite this it is naive to think musical 
communication plays a uniquely central role in the delivery of discontent or protest, but it 
does remain ever present. In the case of contemporary political protest music, it has the 
advantage of reaching far flung audiences and can be viewed as a community building tool 
(Pedelty, 2009).  
Popular culture, with a focus here on contemporary music, can be used to transmit messages 
of discontent. Music can serve as both a mirror and mediator of times of political turmoil. It 
can also provide a soundscape allowing us to listen and comprehend a society, their people 
and history. The huge variability and volume of composers, compositions, and genres make 
music a timeless site for creative individuals to explore and express discord and political 
debate. In the book “Cultural Theory and Popular Culture – An Introduction”, John Storey 
describes multiple in-depth definitions of the concept of popular culture as he attempts to 
cover all the meanings that this concept may embody. One of these definitions takes the 
aspect that popular culture is suggested by hegemony theory. This claim considers that 
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theories of popular culture are essentially theories about the constitution of ‘the people’ and a 
means to make popular culture a “profoundly political concept” as (Storey, 2018).  
In modern times music is much more accessible to the masses. We no longer rely on the 
humble radio and the dawn of the music video on TV has long since passed this era. The 
launch of iTunes (Apple Inc. CA, USA) in 2001 set the stage for more readily accessible 
music. Spotify (Spotify Technology S.A, Luxembourg) then successfully arrived in the digital 
musical arena and to an extent has eclipsed all other digital musical services. It is now the 
largest on-demand music service in the world. This digital music company launched in 2008 
has now over 100 million users. The target audience for political and protest music has 
become much broader, traversing all boundaries and borders globally. 
Popular culture in itself has developed an importance in the institutional processes of political 
communication and Van Zoonen argues that this is also the case for the everyday 
understandings of politics (Van Zoonen, 2000). Indeed, it is well documented how popular 
music loudly expressed the discontent of student protests in the sixties and in recent times 
concerns of black youth through hip hop in the United States. It emerged at a time of crisis for 
black youth in urban communities and incorporated the use of the spoken or sung word to tell 
stories (Stapleton, 1998). Once again, popular music has been used as an expression of protest 
and discontent whilst also providing a hip-hop community and the formation of family-like 
bonds as Stapleton describes “similar to, but not based on, gang affiliation” (Stapleton, 1998). 
Protest songs are epideictic. They usually involve the singer-listener in the rhetorical process 
and often the shared experience of praise and blame of a particular issue. Stewart notes that 
protest songs are “created and designed for repetition” (Stewart, 1991). This musical 
endeavour allows for protest songs to be sung often and throughout the life cycle of social 
movements. It is important to consider that the protest singers need to positively position 
themselves in the social hierarchy because they run the risk of a defensive position within a 
hostile environment. Protestors essentially need to “perceive the reality of their plight and 
believe they are not guilty as a group or as individuals for their slave-like conditions” 
(Stewart, 1991). There is the requirement of a dominant emphasis on innocent victimage in 
many protest songs which are essential for the early stage of social movements. I will further 
discuss this in relation to the protest songs performed by the Irish artists in this study. There is 
evidence of a stark contrast between U2 singing out against the conflict in Northern Ireland at 
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a particular point in time compared to Sinead O’Connor’s angry musical sentiments towards 
the Catholic Church during a period of wavering religiosity in Ireland. 
Steward puts forward Richard Gregg’s alternative argument that social movement rhetoric in 
song primarily is an egocentrically, self-directed affirmation for the protestor themselves 
(Stewart, 1991). One cannot dismiss this idea in the context of contemporary popular music 
whereby artists might position themselves in what Gregg referred to as the “dominance of the 
ego function”. 
Despite the argument that pop singers drive to produce protest songs is egocentrically 
motivated, it cannot be flatly denied that popular music has the ability to move people and 
therefore be used specifically as political propaganda. Street has argued that popular music 
chosen to accompany election campaigns is a form of propaganda and evokes specific images 
and associations (Street, 2003). This is rationalised by the fact that music has an impact on 
our emotions. Street describes such in metaphorical terms within the political arena, “songs 
and sounds are more powerful weapons in this armoury” (Street, 2003). Music can be 
considered a form of perceptual illusion that the brain must process as we are physiologically 
aroused by emotions and feelings in response to musical sounds. A skilled composer will 
have the ability to manipulate emotion within a song by gearing it towards an audience’s 
expectations and controlling whether these expectations will be met. This art of accomplished 
manipulation is the method of creating “chills down the spine” by an emotionally moving 
song.  
A protest song is therefore, a highly skilled combination of tasks, that of eliciting an 
emotional impact on the targeted audience whilst also transmitting and communicating a 
political agenda or message. Street recognises in his paper that music’s power can be 
harnessed to evoke ‘unwelcome sentiments and transgressive identities’. The influence and 
political impact of music was known throughout history giving rise to control and censorship 
over this medium. The mere fact that music in the mainstream was perceived as a threat 
indicates the knowledge and awareness that music could stir emotions and potentially disrupt 
the status quo. Many regimes took action to prevent this such as the Stalinist regimes attempt 
to ban the saxophone from the Soviet Union in the 1920’s and the banning of all music in 
Afghanistan whilst under Taliban rule.  
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An interesting case in point, relevant to this study, is the Farmer’s Rights Campaign protest in 
Ireland in 1966. This drawn out political campaign ultimately resulted in Irish farmers 
securing negotiation rights with the Irish Government at that time. This was not before a 217-
mile long march took Irish farmers to the steps of the parliament in the capital city of Dublin, 
combined with Irish farmers causing havoc nationally with blockade demonstrations in towns 
across the country. The Minister of Agriculture and the Government refused to meet for talks 
with the National Farming Association who were protesting against the Government for fair 
prices for farm produce. This was a hugely significant national issue in a country whereby 
over one third of the population worked in the agricultural sector and economically two thirds 
of Ireland’s exports came from the agricultural industry. This situation escalated further when 
19 farmers were incarcerated in prisons across Ireland following their failure to pay fines 
imposed for their part in the National Farmer’s Association national blockade (Farming 
Independent Team, 2017). 
In the midst of this debacle a singer-song writer of an established national showband group, 
Joe Flynn, decided to write and produce a protest song sympathising with the Irish farmers 
plight. Irish showband groups appealed to the general masses nationally in Ireland during the 
1950s and 1960s, usually playing at packed local venues. Joe Flynn wrote this song with his 
wife and titled it ‘The Broken-Hearted Farmer’.  
‘We refused to budge until they started talking….we started our campaign and went 
marching….no one listened to our plight, so to give them all a fright, we blocked the 
roads from here to Tipperary. Like pirates in a port, we all ended up in court’ 
‘The Broken-Hearted Farmer’, not only targeted a large demographic but it also used a type of 
commercial branding. Street argues that politicised songs create sounds ‘to establish an 
emotional response to the party/product’ (Street, 2003). This song was allegedly banned by 
the Government from being played on Raidio Eireann, the only national radio station at this 
time. It is difficult to know the possible outcome and impact if this protest song were aired 
nationally in the 1960’s. However, it could be argued that this song would have provided 
national “powerful weapons” to the weak, unarmed population revolting against the 
government (Street, 2003). The Irish government utilised their powerful position to 
manipulate this national issue, withholding financial resources from farmers and stonewalling 
their plight by refusing to engage in discussion to solve the problem. Furthermore, it can be 
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questioned if the Irish state understood the power of a protest song in this particular case 
whereby there was significant national interest at play. This echoes Street’s argument that the 
belief of music’s ability to ‘evoke and articulate unwelcome sentiments and transgressive 
identities’ were perhaps considered by the Irish government (Street, 2003). The Irish state’s 
intervention may have indirectly further politicised this protest song now, however it was very 
successfully muted at the time. There is no evidence for the intrinsic potency of this protest 
song, but it does provide insight into observing the operation of the Irish state, its prejudices 
and paranoia during this national issue. 
Protest songs can also be defined in terms of their function. The sociologist R. Serge Denisoff 
defined them as a form of propaganda (Denisoff, 1968). Denisoff uses categories to explain 
protest songs. Firstly, the “magnetic” protest songs are designed to attract a listener to a 
specific movement or ideology. The song creates solidarity by means of the expression of 
shared goals thus enticing a commitment to the cause. The second category used by Denisoff 
is “rhetorical” protest songs characterised by posing a question or a dissent in relation to the 
institutions of the social system which is endemic to its geographical or historical content. 
(Denisoff, 1968). The “rhetorical” protest song expresses individual outrage.  
Protest songs are thus generally expressing opposition to an issue for example, injustice or 
war. They allow for the expression of discontent for a specific issue through music. Protest 
songs highlight a plight and possibly seek to change opinion or discourse about an issue. The 
use of this type of protest using the media of song also allows for them to function as 
performances and musical events. 
 
5. What about popular contemporary music and politics in Ireland? 
This thesis seeks to explore the concept of popular music and the political arena in Ireland and 
its importance within the field of political communication and political understanding. It can 
be argued that popular culture, including contemporary music, is strongly embedded in the 
social tradition of folklore and orality. Contemporary artists can be considered to perform a 
journalistic role within the political arena through the medium of music. Popular music can be 
easily distributed and disseminated throughout society. Music can reveal trends and 
ideologies in society during times of dynamic social and political change and crisis. Societies 
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can animate collective soundtracks of music, marking their combined experiences and 
defining their histories. It can be argued that popular culture, including contemporary music, 
is strongly embedded in the social tradition of folklore and orality.  
  
6. What is the socio-political context of contemporary songs in Ireland? 
It is important to first identify key historical moments in Ireland’s socio-political history. The 
first being that of Ireland’s colonial and postcolonial narrative which subsequently ties into 
the Northern Ireland conflict. Colonisation in Ireland began with a series of British plantations 
in the 16th and 17th centuries resulting in the large-scale confiscation of Irish-owned land. The 
following onslaught of what has been termed a civilising offensive over the native Irish 
(Power et al., 2017). The British establishment introduced oppressive Penal Laws in the 17th 
century with an aim to assert the supremacy of the Anglican Church over the Catholic and 
Presbyterian churches in Ireland. The Act of Union implemented in 1801 resulted in the 
dissolution of the Irish Parliament. The concentration of political power transferred to 
London. The formation and establishment of British policy also sought to obliterate the Irish 
language from existence. The Great Irish Famine (1845-1852) resulted in over a million 
deaths and forced emigration of over 2 million people. Taking all the above in context 
resulted in a further decline and weakening and decline of an already dependent economy and 
native language on their colonisers. A sustained form of resistance and rebellion to British 
colonialism in Ireland began to emerge in the latter half of the 19th century. A steady rise of 
nationalism and republicanism resulted in a political and military revolution in 1916. The 
1916 Revolution imbued radical republican and socialist internationalist elements. However, 
this was then eclipsed and dominated by the political and cultural conservatism of the Roman 
Catholic Church in Ireland.  
This history provides the backdrop landscape for evolution of the ethno-nationalist conflict in 
Northern Ireland was referred to as “The Troubles”. This conflict was sometimes referred to 
as a “guerrilla war”, which began in 1960 and officially ended with the Good Friday 
Agreement of 1998. The conflict was concentrated to Northern Ireland, however the violence 
also overflowed into the Republic of Ireland and England.  
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This colonial backdrop thus sets in motion another important scene for Irish history, that of 
the Catholic church. Dillane argues that following the 1916 Revolution in Ireland the Roman 
Catholic Church in Ireland ensured a pervasive conservatism and cultural stagnation, which in 
effect replaced British Rule with a Theocracy (Power et al., 2017). The 2002 census in Ireland 
demonstrated that the vast majority (90%) of people identified themselves with the Catholic 
Church and this reduced to 78% in the 2016 census. It is now evident that whilst orthodox 
Catholic belief remains, actual religious practice, although still high compared to other 
Western societies, is declining (Inglis, 2007). Religious practice has steadily declined in 
Ireland over the last 30 years. A national survey in 1973-74 revealed that 91% of Catholics in 
the Republic of Ireland went to Mass weekly but the European Values Study indicated this 
fell by 25% in 25 years (Inglis, 2007). Irish people have been described as acquiring a 
Catholic habitus which embodies an almost automatic way of being spiritual and moral, 
creating a Catholic sense of self and a way of behaving and interpreting the world (Inglis, 
2007). This stems from Irish born Catholics being baptised and socialised into the church’s 
beliefs and practices. The majority of Catholic children complete all their schooling in 
Catholic state schools, thus being Catholic becomes a fundamental part of their social and 
personal identity (Inglis, 2007). 
Although the identification of being Catholic in Ireland remains strong, engagement and 
involvement with the institution is declining. Irish Catholics are slowly mirroring their 
European counterparts by combining strong levels of religious belief with low levels of 
religious practice.  
Lastly, the cultural map of Ireland has changed dramatically over the last 50 years with the 
country becoming a multinational, cosmopolitan and globalised society. This escalated 
following, what has been described as a genuine Irish economic miracle with rapid output, 
employment, and productivity growth during the 1994 – 2000 period. The subsequent global 
financial crisis in 2008, which affected all economies to varying degrees, was especially 
severe in Ireland. The identifiable issue in relation to Ireland’s economic crash was the aptly 
described boom-bust cycle in the Irish property market. The Irish banking system had 
financed the property boom through aggressive lending and the subsequent decline in 
property prices and the collapse in construction activity resulted in severe monetary losses in 
the banking system. The knowledge that whilst the private property market flourished, the 
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state in keeping with prevailing neoliberal policies, continued to ignore the need for social 
housing (Kitchin et al., 2014). This ultimately set the scene for the ongoing housing crisis and 
increased levels of homelessness in contemporary Ireland. 
In the wake of recovering from the financial burden of the economic crash, Ireland appears to 
have swiftly moved through dramatic social changes in the past decade. This has included a 
referendum legalising same-sex marriage in 2015 and a referendum passed in 2018, repealing 
the Eight Amendment in the Irish Constitution, which prohibited abortion. Firstly, the ability 
for Ireland to openly engage in social discourse about these issues highlights the shift in social 
diversity and move away from its insular religiously dominant outlook. Secondly legislation 
was passed with the majority of Irish people voting to accept same-sex marriage and the 
option of accessing abortion as part of the social fabric of a progressive, secular society. 
 
7. What musicians are involved in political songs? 
I chose contemporary Irish musicians for this study and those who are known to generate 
political opinions with socially conscious lyrics and are known to a wide range of listeners in 
Ireland and internationally. The material being accessed is limited because of my decision to 
focus on contemporary Irish music from 1980 to the current date. I am interested in the 
political metaphors and themes which were evident in popular music during this period and 
associated with the Northern Irish conflict and the role of the Catholic Church in Irish society. 
I chose to examine specifically political metaphors in contemporary song because it provides 
a unique perspective as a form of political communication. There is an ideological 
organisation of political protests. Although contemporary artists may or may not consider 
themselves as political activists per se, they embody political activism the moment they 
represent it in their music. As contemporary music is a popular art form it potentially has the 
largest impact on a greater audience. I focused on Irish contemporary music artists among 
which includes U2, Sinead O’Connor, Hozier, The Cranberries and Damian Dempsey. 
U2 are an internationally acclaimed Irish rock band formed in 1976, who often embellish their 
lyrics with spiritual imagery and are known to focus on socio-political themes. They are well 
documented in the media as creating their music stage to set a scene for political activism. 
U2’s frontman singer, Bono, has publicly supported groups such as Amnesty International 
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and as a pop artist known to veer towards political themes or support political causes, making 
a personal statement. U2’s socio-political alignments in their music have not only been 
specific to Ireland. They have managed to engage the global community too, having 
participated in Band Aid to raise money for the famine in Ethiopia and participated in the 
“Stop Sellafield” concert with Greenpeace in 1992, to protest a nuclear factory. U2 staged a 
concert in Belfast, Northern Ireland in 1998 strategically a few days before the referendum 
held to ratify the Good Friday Agreement. The two leaders from both political divides in 
Northern Ireland, Ulster Unionist leader David Trimble and his counterpart, nationalist Social 
Democratic and Labour Party leader, John Hume, appeared on stage together to demonstrate 
unity. This was the first time they had appeared together throughout the campaign. The lead 
singer of U2, Bono, intended to convince people “who have genuine concerns about the 
political agreement” to vote yes.  
Sinead O’Connor is another Irish contemporary singer-song writer who rose to international 
fame in the 1990s. O’Connor voiced very strong views on organised religion, women’s rights, 
war, and child abuse. O’Connor is internationally known to use her power as a pop culture 
icon to raise social and political issues. In comparison to U2 who engaged in organised 
political-style-music-rallies, O’Connor was more controversial in expressing her beliefs. 
There were a number of controversial acts which propelled her into the global political protest 
arena. This included her ordination as a priest, despite being a woman with a Roman Catholic 
background and more recently, her conversion to Islam. A particularly dramatic appearance 
on the American show Saturday Night Live occurred in 1992. O’Connor sang a version of 
Bob Marley’s song “War”, intended as a protest against sexual abuse in the Catholic Church 
and subsequently tore up a photo of Pope John Paul II and threw the pieces towards the 
camera (Guardian Music, 2012). 
Andrew Hozier Byrne, known professionally by the mononym Hozier is an Irish musician 
who rose to stardom releasing his debut hit single ‘Take me to church’. Hozier was 
immediately thrown into the socio-political protest domain answering questions about his 
opinions on human rights-issues, such as homophobia. His debut song video went viral as it 
depicted a neo-Nazi attack on LGBT people in Russia. 
The Cranberries were an Irish rock band formed in 1989 and really emerged into international 
stardom with their number one hit song ‘Zombie’. Not typically a group of musical political 
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activists, The Cranberries certainly made their omnipresent mark for the past quarter of a 
century with this profound protest song written by lead singer Dolores O’Riordan, in response 
to the violence happening in Northern Ireland. 
Damien Dempsey is an Irish male singer who has always been considered a politicised song 
writer and performer. Dempsey has shown consistency on this stance throughout his career, 
“injustice drives me when I write…anger can fire you up creatively”. Dempsey’s protest 
themes have had him rallying against the injustices of the British Empire internationally and 
the homeless crisis in Ireland (Meagher, 2017). Dempsey has consistently delivered social 
commentary through his lyrics, specifically on the socio-economic aspects of Ireland’s Celtic 
Tiger society. 
 
8. Political metaphors 
Political metaphors have a long history in our language. A metaphor itself is considered a 
figurative use of language. The Cambridge English dictionary defines a metaphor as ‘an 
expression, often found in literature, that describes a person or object by referring to 
something is considered to have similar characteristics to that person or object’ (McIntosh, 
2013). This definition provides the classical perception of a metaphor, which is something 
that has a purely substitutive function within language. A word is replaced with an alternative 
expression different from the supposed ‘proper’ or ‘normal’ meaning. Black challenged this 
simplistic view of metaphors with an ‘interaction view’. Black highlighted the cognitive 
function of metaphors by explaining how a metaphor can rearrange and transform the original 
term, thus providing more information. Black argued that simplified substitution does not 
provide or introduce new information therefore lacks a cognitive function. The corrupt nature 
of metaphors rearranging the language results in transformation of meanings in both domains 
and reciprocity of impact (Cienki, 2008).  
Shapiro describes the importance of recognising writing practices and the analysis of 
language as it creates value and bestows meaning (Shapiro, 1985). The figures of speech, 
such as metaphors, were previously disregarded in the traditional philosophies of the social 
sciences. They were mere adornments of statements to make them more pleasing and 
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effective in rhetoric, however they did not contribute to any cognitive dimensions (Shapiro, 
1985). 
The use and impact of metaphors in linguistic analysis was further explored by Lakoff who 
argued that metaphors are a matter of ‘extraordinary’ language and not merely something 
ordinary or mundane (Lakoff & Johnson, 2008). Metaphors are painted as unique language 
devices. They should be used as part of ‘poetic imagination and rhetorical flourish’ in 
language (Lakoff & Johnson, 2008). Indeed, he goes so far as to describe metaphors as 
‘pervasive in our ordinary everyday way of thinking, speaking and acting’ (Lakoff & 
Johnson, 2008). The tenant of metaphors is that we require them to assist in our reasoning of 
conceptual systems thus we can understand, define, and link categories together. This 
conceptual system creates our everyday realities. An individual’s concepts structure what is 
perceived, and thus acts as a navigational system of the world and how the individual can 
relate to others within this environment. Metaphorical reasoning is central to understanding 
one domain of experience in terms of another domain of experience (Cienki, 2008).  
In the social sciences metaphors are seen as something more profound than just ornamental 
language. The description of our social reality can be depicted with a word different from one 
usually understood to be literal (Cienki, 2008). This system of metaphorical language allows 
one aspect of a concept in terms of another.  
Metaphors are significant in politics because they contribute in setting a scene, enabling us to 
visualise abstract concepts. The analysis of metaphors as part of specific vocabulary used thus 
uncovers individual words that have particular political and ideological significance.  
 
9. Analysis 
9.1 Identification and analysis of metaphors through application of the research tool 
Metaphorical Interpretation Procedure 
In this study I chose to employ the Metaphorical Interpretation Procedure created by the 
‘Pragglejaz’ group. This research tool is used to identify and analyse metaphors in 
contemporary music. The ‘Pragglejaz’ group have created a criterion for a “metaphor 
identification procedure” (MIP) which claims to be a tool for flexible application to many 
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research contexts (Pragglejaz Group, 2007). MIP endorses a more generalised, explicit and 
reliable method of application for “identifying metaphorically used words in spoken and 
written language” and this procedure “adopts a maximal, and not a minimal, approach such 
that a wide range of words may be considered as conveying metaphorical meaning based on 
their use in context”. Therefore, the metaphor identification procedures’ specific qualities are 
relevant and can be utilised in this study for the purpose of analysing discourse in musical 
written language (Pragglejaz Group, 2007).   
This thesis is cognisant of the different types of language materials affected by metaphor 
identification including the importance of the demarcation of one variety of a language from 
another, such as the difference between American and British English (Group 2007). 
Similarly, genre variation must be considered. The language used can relate to a specific 
scene, thus lending itself to metaphorical significance. The Praggeljazz group point out that 
decisions about metaphoricity have been based around intuitions of native speakers and 
individual analysts, therefore a reliance emerges on subjective judgement. This group reveals 
the insufficiencies of this and recommends consulting external resources, such as dictionaries. 
External resources provide a frame of reference to scrutinise individual intuitions, particularly 
regarding establishing the basic meanings of words, therefore reducing the degree of error and 
inconsistency (Pragglejaz Group, 2007).  
There have been various alternative metaphor identification methods proposed within the 
field of figurative language. There has been some advancement in development of automatic 
identification of metaphors, despite this, most existing methods focus on the manual analysis 
of linguistic data. This is considered a more flexible approach to metaphor identification. A 
well renowned metaphor identification training manual was designed by Barlow (Barlow et 
al., 1971). This manual taught raters to identify figurative language across a plethora of 
contexts, including psychotherapy interviews, political speeches, and children’s compositions. 
However, this manual fails to provide explicit criteria for judging whether a given word, or 
phrase, is metaphorical. This manual has attempted to empirically establish reliability of its 
procedure, however, cannot, unlike the Metaphorical Interpretation Procedure, exactly specify 
what distinguishes metaphorically used words from those that are nonmetaphorical 
(Pragglejaz Group, 2007). 
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Metaphor analysts have evolved following research conducted by Lakoff and Johnson to 
identify metaphors in natural discourse by noting cases in terms of “understanding of one 
thing in terms of another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 2008; Pragglejaz Group, 2007). A study by 
Levitt et al. followed this definition to analyse and identify predominantly phrasal metaphors 
used by clinically depressed clients. Metaphors identified were from prominent conceptual 
metaphors (Levitt et al., 2000). The Metaphorical Interpretation Procedure method seeks to 
avoid starting analysis with preconceived conceptual metaphors. Instead, it begins with the 
actual discourse and inductively builds the case and conclusions for why a particular word 
was used metaphorically in context. The Pragglejaz group argue that the criterion of 
“understanding one thing in terms of another” is insufficient for the provision of reliable 
metaphor identification across a group of analysts (Group 2007). This group have 
demonstrated the production of statistically reliable metaphor identifications across a group of 
analysts. This stems from Metaphorical Interpretation Procedure method offering a set of 
criteria whereby an analyst may identify a word’s “basic” meaning and also employs the task 
of explicating the contextually appropriate meaning of a word. 
A challenging part of research within the field of metaphors is subjective intuitions of 
researchers and what they constitute as a metaphoric word or phrase. There is potential for 
bias regarding decisions made identifying metaphors in this study, given the writer’s personal 
intuitions being a native English speaker from Ireland. This will be objectively managed 
through the consultation of external resources, an English dictionary, and bolstered by the 
step associated with defining basic meaning, allowing identification of the target domains and 
sources underlying metaphorical words in context, as per the metaphorical identification 
procedure (Pragglejaz Group, 2007). 
 
9.2 Sunday Bloody Sunday by U2 
The first song analysed is by the internationally acclaimed rock band U2. I have chosen their 
song ‘Sunday, Bloody Sunday’ from their 1983 album titled ‘War’, which was noted for its 
militaristic drumbeat and harsh guitar. It is well known as one of U2’s most political songs. It 
described the unrest and active discontent associated with the civil war in Northern Ireland, 
euphemistically known as ‘The Troubles’. On Sunday the 30th of January 1972 people 
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organised a demonstration for civil rights in Derry. This was a peaceful march, however 
British soldiers shot 26 unarmed civilians to disband the demonstration, resulting in the death 
of 14 civilians. It was noted that many civilians were shot while fleeing from soldiers or 
providing aid to other victims. The lyrics in U2’s song ‘Sunday, Bloody Sunday’, are a 
nonpartisan condemnation of the historic bloodshed in Ireland. Bono used to introduce this 
song at concerts by saying “This is not a rebel song”. Despite this, the song evolved to 
embody a new meaning, one associated with protest, as the conflict in Northern Ireland 
continued through the 1990’s.  
The Metaphorical Interpretation Procedure method was utilised to delve deeper into the lyrics 
of this song to uncover metaphors. Several metaphors were evident throughout this dramatic 
song, beginning with the song title incorporated within the chorus, ‘Sunday, Bloody Sunday’. 
The lyrics are referred to in text box 1 and the complete analysis in Appendix A. The 
contextual meaning of this sentence contrasts with the basic meaning and can be understood 
by comparison with it. The comparison is that this peaceful day became violent and compared 
to a bloody war referring to the Northern Ireland conflict. The specific choice of the word 
“bloody” is significant when one considers the words basic meaning, that of an adverb in 
colloquial British language, used for emphasizing that you are angry or annoyed about 
something or as an adjective, as something covered in blood or a bloody fight or war in which 
a lot of people are killed or injured. 
U2 continues to utilize metaphors pertaining to the theme of violence and war. The metaphor 
embodied in the line “Bodies strewn across the dead-end street” serves to graphically depict 
the atrocities associated with violence. The contextual meaning contrasts with the basic 
meaning and can be understood by comparison with it: a street can have an “end” indicating a 
terminal pathway, one can go no further. This is compared to being deceased, a dead body, in 
the midst of an urban conflict. The end (of the street) is like death, terminal. These deceased 
are innocent civilians, “And mothers children brothers sisters torn apart”. The contextual 
meaning contrasts with the basic meaning in that usually an inanimate object is separated into 
pieces, however in this case individuals are compared to these inanimate objects, indicating 
that families are destroyed by the conflict. The emotional impact is reinforced through the 
vivid metaphor, “The trench dug within our hearts”, whereby “the trench” is compared to 
holes or marks in the hearts of people signifying their deep sadness of loss due to family and 
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friends killed during the conflict. The specific use of the word “trench” echoes war themes. 
The metaphorical holes in the hearts of these grieving, traumatised people are compared to the 
trench’s soldiers used in war to protect themselves from their enemy, intensifying the emotive 
impact of this metaphor, highlighting the defenceless innocence of these civilians. This 
intensifies as the song progresses in the use of the metaphor, “Oh wipe your bloodshot eyes”. 
The contextual contrast with that of the basic meaning is poignant. The eyes of the observers 
of this war are described as “bloodshot” comparing this vivid image of their eyes to the 
violent conflict during a protest march involving unarmed civilians.  
U2 utilise metaphors to highlight and reference the divide associated with this civil war 
without overtly labelling each side involved. The metaphor created in the line, “But I won’t 
heed the battle call”, can be understood as a fight between armies in a war and in the Northern 
Ireland conflict there were no two official armies. The conflict is compared to a battle 
involving soldiers; however, the civilians of Northern Ireland were the unofficial army in this 
conflict. The “call” to do something in this case, is to participate in the “battle”. This 
compares the recruitment of civilians to engage in dissident groups in aid of the conflict, to 
that of soldiers being called to battle and as with any war, people die, there must be a winning 
side and often the emotion of futility appears, “there’s many lost, but tell me who has won”. 
U2 appear to voice their strong opposition to the conflict without taking a political stance, 
evident metaphorically in the lines, “It puts my back up, puts my back up against the wall”. 
The contextual meaning contrasts with the basic meaning and can be understood by 
comparison with it: the speakers’ physical bodily status is moved back against a wall, 
comparing this to his opposing ideology against conflict and how he feels affected by it. 
There appears to be reference to the lack of societal and perhaps political awareness of the 
traumas associated with war, “When fact is fiction and TV reality”. The contextual meaning 
contrasts with the basic meaning here, as “fact” is compared to “fiction”, whereby the people 
of Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland watched this incident on TV but did not 
experience it personally lending these societies to feeling immune to the conflict, perhaps 
detached and emotionally disengaged because they are not directly affected. The singer once 
again pointedly targets his audience, “and it’s true, we are immune”.  
The prominent emotion created by the multiple war metaphors is one of sadness, anger and 
frustration, however the singer incites some hope, using complex, intriguing war and religious 
24 
 
symbolism, “the real battle just begun, to claim the victory Jesus won”. There is metaphorical 
use of the words, “the real battle”, comparing this to a peace process, a greater cause to fight 
together, an alternative type of “battle”. Interestingly, the reference to “Jesus” could have 
layered interpretations. In the teachings of Christianity, Jesus represents a rising peaceful 
entity after His crucifixion, a reference to a successful peace process. This line carries into the 
repetitive chorus, “on, Sunday, bloody, Sunday”, indeed Jesus’ resurrection was on Easter 
Sunday, a holiday celebrated by Christians commemorating the resurrection of Jesus from the 
dead. This appears to be a carefully chosen metaphor, considering that the Northern Ireland’s 
ethnonationalist conflict has often been referred to as a war across religious divides, 
nationalist Catholicism and unionist Protestantism. This will cognitively and emotionally 
reverberate with Irish audiences. 
 
Text Box 1 
‘Sunday, Bloody Sunday’ by U2 
Yeah 
(VERSE 1) 
I / can’t / believe / the / news/ today / 
Oh,/ I / can’t / close / my / eyes 
And / make / it / go / away 
How / long 
How / long/ must/ we/ sing/ this/ song 
How/ long, / how/ long 
‘Cause/ tonight, / we/ can/ be/ as/ one 
Tonight/ 
Broken/ bottles/ under/ children’s/ feet 
Bodies/ strewn/ across/ the/ dead/ end/ street 
But/ I/ won’t/ heed/ the/ battle/ call/ 
It/ puts/ my/ back/ up/ 
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Puts/ my/ back/ up/ against/ the/ wall 
(CHORUS) 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
(VERSE 2) 
And/ the/ battle’s/ just/ begun/ 
There’s/ many/ lost, / but/ tell/ me/ who/ has/ won 
The/ trench/ is/ dug/ within/ our/ hearts 
And/ mothers, / children, / brothers, / sisters 
Torn/ apart 
(CHORUS) 
Sunday, / Bloody/Sunday 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
(BRIDGE) 
How/ long 
How/ long/ must/ we/ sing/ this/ song 
How/ long, / how/ long 
‘Cause/ tonight, / we/ can/ be/ as/ one 
Tonight, / tonight 
(CHORUS) 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
(BRIDGE) 
Wipe/ the/ tears/ from/ your/ eyes 
Wipe/ your/ tears/ away 
Oh, / wipe/ your/ tears/ away 
Oh, wipe your tears away 
26 
 
 
(Sunday, Bloody Sunday) 
Oh, wipe your blood shot eyes 
(CHORUS) 
(Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday) 
(VERSE 3) 
And/ it’s/ true/ we/ are/ immune 
When/ fact/ is/ fiction/ and/ TV/ reality 
And/ today/ the/ millions/ cry 
We/ eat/ and/ drink/ while/ tomorrow/ they/ die 
The/ real/ battle/ just/ begun 
To/ claim/ the/ victory/ Jesus/ won 
On 
(CHORUS) 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
Sunday, / Bloody/ Sunday 
 
9.3 Take me to Church by Hozier 
Hozier released his song, “Take me to Church”, as his debut single in 2013. The lyrics are 
referred to in text box 2 and the complete analysis in Appendix B. It is a mid-tempo soul song 
in which he describes an intimate, romantic relationship using religious terminology. The 
song achieved global popularity in 2014 and this was notably enhanced by the song’s music 
video. The music video depicts the relationship between two men and a subsequent violent 
homophobic backlash. This visual representation of the song certainly impacts on the 
metaphorical theme of an intimate relationship being compared to the church. This is 
pertinent within the socio-political context of Ireland, previously considered a devout Catholic 
nation and subsequently working towards a same-sex marriage referendum which was passed 
on 23rd May 2015, whereby the Catholic Church expressed the result as a “bereavement”.  
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Hozier’s deliberate lyrical commentary using the metaphor of an intimate relationship, sexual 
orientation, and sex, to that of the church is a critique of how he views the Catholic church in 
Ireland to be an oppressive institution. Hozier argues that the Irish Constitution with regards 
to marriage is genderless, but the overarching doctrine of the Catholic Church has laid their 
assertions on how marriage can only be heteronormative to be part of Irish society. Hozier 
emphasizes the underlying theme of the metaphor in his song, “An act of sex is one of the 
most human things. But an organization like the church, say, through its doctrine, would 
undermine humanity by successfully teaching shame about sexual orientation — that it is 
sinful, or that it offends God” (Escobedo Shepherd, 2014).  
This song starts by placing the narrator of the song at the centre of the discourse, it is 
immediately emotive and personalised, “My lover’s got humour”. The intimate tone of the 
song is set. The singers use of metaphors are woven throughout the song and the emotive 
scene is set comparing the singer’s lover to the church, “She is the last true mouthpiece”. The 
lover is compared to a “mouthpiece”, like that of the church as both express opinions about 
love. The singer further elaborates on the religious theme of voicing opinions but takes a 
critical perspective in how this is delivered by the church in the descriptive line “A fresh 
poison each week”. The priests weekly newly scripted homily given to the congregation is a 
sharp critical metaphor, comparing their homily to “fresh poison”. The churches doctrine 
condemns the actions of homosexuality which is referred to in the metaphorical line “we were 
born sick”. The contextual meaning contrasts with the basic meaning and can be understood 
by comparison with the Catholic teachings informing their congregation that they were born, 
“sick”, that is, with original sin. The singer compares the original sin to that of homosexual 
individuals having an illness and it could also be argued here that sexuality is determined by 
birth.  
The singer uses the metaphor again comparing his lover to the Catholic church in the line, 
“my church has no absolutes”. A stark comparison is made between the singers’ “church”, his 
lover, and the societal Catholic church, unlike Catholicism, there are no moral absolutes, only 
relativism. This liturgy is the act of sexual intimacy, “She tells me worship in the bedroom”, 
thus comparing the religious service conducted to that of their union of worship through 
sexual intercourse.  
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The chorus itself is a sarcastic attack on organised religion and its hypocrisies with the line, 
“I’ll worship like a dog at the shrine of your lies”. In this context the singer compares himself 
to a submissive animal demonstrating obedience to a disingenuous superior, the Catholic 
church. However, the singer then quickly proclaims an assault against this duplicitous entity 
using descriptive metaphors; and places his lover on a pedicel superior to that of the church’s 
doctrines, “If I’m a pagan of the good times my lover’s the sunlight”. The singer refers to 
himself as a pagan, an individual who assigns to an ancient religion whereby many gods are 
worshipped, and nature is praised. The singer compares his lover to another God, thus 
expressing his retaliation towards the Catholic teachings of monotheism. The singer dismisses 
one of the cardinal laws of the church’s teaching by committing the sin of idolatry, by 
worshipping a false god, his lover who he compares to “sunlight”, something illuminating in 
his life. This is compounded by the knowledge that he is in a same sex relationship, an 
additional affront to the teachings of this organised religion. The singer stresses the metaphor 
comparing his lover to a higher being, a goddess, “To keep the Goddess at my side she 
demands a sacrifice”. The theme of religion continues with the idea of his lover insisting on a 
sacrifice. A sacrifice can be defined as giving up something important or valuable so that you 
or other people can do or have something else. The theological teachings of the Catholic 
church encompass the belief of sacrifice, whereby Christ is considered both priest and a 
sacrificial victim. The Eucharist is a sacrifice because it represents the sacrifice of the cross; 
whereby Jesus offers himself to God. The singer compares himself to a pious observant of his 
own religious teachings, namely that of his same-sex relationship. His sacrifice is to shun the 
teachings of the Catholic church. 
Hozier compares organised religion disdainfully to, “That's a fine-looking high horse”. 
Indeed, the singer chastises religion akin to the commonly used phrase “get off your high 
horse”, telling this group to stop behaving in a critical manner or acting complacently self-
righteous claiming a higher moral ground than others around them. The berating is 
consolidated when the singer uses another emotive metaphor, comparing the congregation to, 
“a lot of starving faithful”. This complex line filled with metaphorical imagery may challenge 
both the singer and church in their reconciliation with their religious beliefs and sexual 
orientation. Firstly, are those who identify as homosexual unfulfilled or excluded from the 
Catholic faith? Are these individuals “starving”? Secondly, are the religious communities 
“starving” because of restrictions on whom they are taught is worthy of being loved. Faith is 
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defined by an individual’s ability to continue to believe in something even in a difficult 
testing situation. The singer’s metaphor provides a perspective demonstrating an intense 
“starving” faith across both communities. 
The singer continues to use a religious metaphor comparing same-sex relationships and sexual 
encounters to a sin. However, despite his sinful actions opposing the religious laws, he asserts 
innocence and justification that, “There is no sweeter innocence than our gentle sin”. Hozier’s 
song is filled with offensively impactful descriptive metaphors by using the rich Catholic 
sacramental language and re-signifying the imagery as a sexual encounter with his lover. 
 
Text Box 2 
‘Take me to church’ by Hozier 
(VERSE 1) 
My/ lover's/ got/ humour 
She's/ the/ giggle/ at/ a/ funeral 
Knows/ everybody's/ disapproval 
I/ should've/ worshipped/ her/ sooner 
If/ the/ Heavens/ ever/ did/ speak 
She/ is/ the/ last/ true/ mouthpiece 
Every/ Sunday's/ getting/ more/ bleak 
A/ fresh/ poison/ each/ week 
We/ were/ born/ sick/, ' you/ heard/ them/ say/ it 
My/ church/ offers/ no/ absolutes 
She/ tells/ me/ 'worship/ in/ the/ bedroom' 
The/ only/ heaven/ I'll/ be/ sent/ to 
Is/ when/ I'm/ alone/ with/ you 
I/ was/ born/ sick/, but/ I/ love/ it 
Command/ me/ to/ be/ well 
Amen/, Amen/, Amen 
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(CHORUS) 
Take/ me/ to/ church 
I'll/ worship/ like/ a/ dog/ at/ the/ shrine/ of/ your/ lies 
I'll/ tell/ you/ my/ sins/ and/ you/ can/ sharpen/ your/ knife 
Offer/ me/ that/ deathless/ death 
Good/ God/, let/ me/ give/ you/ my/ life 
Take/ me/ to/ church 
I'll/ worship/ like/ a/ dog/ at/ the/ shrine/ of/ your/ lies 
I'll/ tell/ you/ my/ sins/ and/ you/ can/ sharpen/ your/ knife 
Offer/ me/ that/ deathless/ death 
Good/ God/, let/ me/ give/ you/ my/ life 
(VERSE 2) 
If/ I'm/ a/ pagan/ of/ the/ good/ times 
My/ lover's/ the/ sunlight 
To/ keep/ the/ Goddess/ on/ my/ side 
She/ demands/ a/ sacrifice 
To/ drain/ the/ whole/ sea 
Get/ something/ shiny 
Something/ meaty/ for/ the/ main/ course 
That's/ a/ fine/ looking/ high/ horse 
What/ you/ got/ in the/ stable? 
We've/ a/ lot/ of/ starving/ faithful 
That/ looks/ tasty 
That/ looks/ plenty 
This/ is/ hungry/ work 
(CHORUS) 
Take/ me/ to/ church 
I'll/ worship/ like/ a/ dog/ at/ the/ shrine/ of/ your/ lies 
I'll/ tell/ you/ my/ sins/ and/ you/ can/ sharpen/ your/ knife 
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Offer/ me/ that/ deathless/ death 
Good/ God/, let/ me/ give/ you/ my/ life 
Take/ me/ to/ church 
I'll/ worship/ like/ a/ dog/ at/ the/ shrine/ of/ your/ lies 
I'll/ tell/ you/ my/ sins/ and/ you/ can/ sharpen/ your/ knife 
Offer/ me/ that/ deathless/ death 
Good/ God/, let/ me/ give/ you/ my/ life 
(BRIDGE) 
No/ masters/ or/ kings/ when/ the/ ritual/ begins 
There/ is no/ sweeter/ innocence/ than/ our/ gentle/ sin 
In/ the/ madness/ and/ soil/ of/ that/ sad/ earthly/ scene 
Only/ then/ I/ am/ human 
Only/ then/ I/ am/ clean 
Amen/, Amen/, Amen 
(CHORUS) 
Take/ me/ to/ church 
I'll/ worship/ like/ a/ dog/ at/ the/ shrine/ of/ your/ lies 
I'll/ tell/ you/ my/ sins/ and/ you/ can/ sharpen/ your/ knife 
Offer/ me/ that/ deathless/ death 
Good/ God/, let/ me/ give/ you/ my/ life 
Take/ me/ to/ church 
I'll/ worship/ like/ a/ dog/ at/ the/ shrine/ of/ your/ lies 
I'll/ tell/ you/ my/ sins/ and/ you/ can/ sharpen/ your/ knife 
Offer/ me/ that/ deathless/ death 
Good/ God/, let/ me/ give/ you/ my/ life 
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9.4 Zombie by The Cranberries 
The Irish rock band The Cranberries, who disbanded in January 2019, released their lead 
single “Zombie” in September 1994. The lyrics are referred to in text box 3 and the complete 
analysis in Appendix C. This song is considered a protest song and pays homage to the 
memory of two young victims killed by an IRA bomb in the UK in 1993, whilst The 
Cranberries were on tour in the UK. The IRA, also referred to as the Provisional Irish 
Republican Army, were a republican paramilitary organisation seeking to establish a republic 
and end British rule in Northern Ireland. The IRA organised a bomb attack in Warrington, 
England, whereby bombs exploded in litter bins outside shops and businesses on a public 
street. They resulted in the death of two children and many other civilians were injured.  
“Zombie” is an angry and aggressive grunge song. The Cranberries wrote this gloomy anti-
war song in protest of this event. It clearly takes a political stance by highlighting the ongoing 
“Troubles” in Northern Ireland and the UK. The band present a musical protest against man’s 
inhumanity to man. The music video compounded the politically charged emotions. The lead 
singer Dolores O’ Riordan, was painted in gold and surrounded by silver-painted cherubs, 
whilst clips of children playing war games and British soldiers on patrol in Northern Ireland 
were inter-cut in a documentary style format throughout the video. This compounded the anti-
war sentiment and theme of childhood innocence juxtaposed with death and violence. 
The prominent feature following analysis of this song is the symbolism encapsulating the 
theme of war, the powerful “zombie” metaphor and the intensely repetitive language used. 
The song immediately uses a war metaphor comparing death to silence, “and the violence 
caused such silence”. The singer appears to gently introduce the eerie theme of war and death 
to the audience, initially using the powerful emotive “silence” metaphor. The contextual 
meaning of “silence” contrasts with that of the basic meaning as silence is no longer merely 
just the absence of sound. Silence becomes a tangible entity by comparing it to death. This is 
followed by a dramatically pointed description of the weapons used, depicting the real-world 
scenes visible in the UK and Northern Ireland during this violent time, “with their tanks and 
their bombs, and their bombs and their guns”.  
The title of this song already sets the scene. A Zombie is a reanimated corpse, an entity turned 
into a creature that feeds off human flesh. The word zombie colloquially also conjures up a 
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lifeless, apathetic person, unresponsive to their surroundings. The striking metaphorical use of 
the word here embodies both meanings. The singer repeatedly accuses the perpetrators of 
zombie-like behaviour in the context of war and the callous killings of young children. 
However, society at large is also targeted and condemned, compared to zombies due to the 
feelings of detachment, a mundane sense of immunity to death around them, when their 
families are not directly attacked, “But you see, it’s not me, it’s not my family”. The zombie 
metaphor tarnishes everyone present, the murderers, victims’ families, the dead children, and 
society at large who all bear witness to the Northern Ireland conflict because it’s embedded, 
“in your head”. This line is rhythmically, mundanely but accusatorily repeated throughout the 
song.  
The song opens with individuals not affected by death directly, “But you see, it’s not me, it’s 
not my family”. The focus shifts and this line is juxtaposed with the striking metaphor 
depicting the intense human anguish experienced by the loss of innocent civilians, in this case 
children, “Another mother’s breaking heart is taking over”. The metaphorical meaning serves 
to enhance our emotive response in order to emphasise the devastation caused by the killing 
of two young children and the style of language used is visceral and acerbic. The mother’s 
heart is compared to a damaged object. The feeling of grief itself has become a physical entity 
which has inflicted physical harm on her heart. There is a sense that this mother’s grief is all 
consuming. This emotively pulls the audience into her anguish, no longer allowing the 
audience to remain an aloof onlooker or bystander, even though, “it’s not me, it’s not my 
family”.  
The symbolism is significantly repetitive, emphasising the repeated killings and ceaseless 
sense of time associated with the Northern Ireland civil war which continued for nearly forty 
years. This comes to a crescendo in the final verse of the song when The Cranberries 
climatically point out the longstanding political strife, “it’s the same old thing since 1916”, 
referencing The Easter Rising of 1916 whereby Irish republicans launched a rebellion to end 
British rule in Ireland. The metaphor evokes an understanding of chronic violence, political 
tension, and an unending cognitive entrenchment of civil unrest, comparing it to that zombie, 
“in your head, in your head, they’re still fighting”. The simple repetition used on the backdrop 
of a distinctive dark, heavy rumbling grunge melody and rhythm enhances the negative 
connotations and deep-seated emotions associated with the symbolism and theme of war. 
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Text Box 3 
‘Zombie’ by The Cranberries 
(VERSE 1) 
Another/ head/ hangs/ lowly 
Child/ is/ slowly/ taken 
And/ the/ violence/ caused/ such/ silence 
Who/ are/ we/ mistaking? 
But/, you/ see/ it's/ not/ me 
It's/ not/ my/ family 
In/ your/ head/, in/ your/ head 
They/ are/ fighting 
With/ their/ tanks/ and/ their/ bombs 
And/ their/ bombs/ and/ their/ guns 
In/ your/ head/ in/ your/ head/ they/ are/ crying 
(CHORUS) 
In/ your/ head 
In/ your/ head 
Zombie/, zombie/, zombie/, ei, ei 
What's/ in/ your/ head? 
In/ your/ head 
Zombie/, zombie/, zombie/ ei, ei, ei, oh do do do do do do do do 
(VERSE 2) 
Another/ mother's/ breaking  
Heart/ is/ taking/ over  
When/ the/ violence/ causes/ silence 
We/ must/ be/ mistaken 
It's/ the/ same/ old/ thing/ since/ 1916 
In/ your/ head/, in/ your/ head 
They're/ still/ fighting 
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With/ their/ tanks/ and/ their/ bombs 
And/ their/ bombs/ and/ their/ guns 
In/ your/ head/, in/ your/ head/ they/ are/ dying 
(CHORUS) 
In/ your/ head 
In/ your/ head 
Zombie/, zombie/, zombie/, ei, ei 
What's/ in/ your/ head? 
In/ your/ head 
Zombie/, zombie/, zombie/ ei, ei, ei, oh do do do do do do do do 
 
9.5 Celtic Tiger by Damien Dempsey 
Damien Dempsey is an Irish singer-songwriter from Dublin who has been performing for 
over 20 years using a mix musical styles including traditional, folk and reggae music. 
Dempsey has often been hailed as a working-class hero. Dempsey began his musical career 
by adapting Irish ballads and infusing them with influences from other protest genres with an 
aim to “educate” society about inequality in Ireland (Power et al., 2017). He is known to use 
contemporary lyrics to deliver social commentary specifically on the socio-economic aspects 
of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger society. The Celtic Tiger is a term referring to the economy of the 
Republic of Ireland from the mid-1990s to the late-2000s, whereby there was a period of rapid 
real economic growth fuelled by foreign direct investment. The Celtic Tiger created a boom 
economy in Ireland which was dampened by a subsequent property bubble resulting in a 
severe economic downturn.  
Dempsey released his song ‘Celtic Tiger’, from his second album Seize the Day, in 2003 in 
which he railed against a rising culture of wealth and what he perceived as greed associated 
with the booming Irish economy. The lyrics are referred to in text box 4 and the complete 
analysis in Appendix D. He later admitted that the timing and lyrical social commentary of 
the song antagonised some, “Yeah, the song wasn’t very popular. People were wondering 
why I was saying (negative things) because they thought we’re finally doing well, we’re 
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finally out of the bad years. But I just smelt a rat, I could see the face of the people changing, 
arrogance coming in, we lost our soul” (Michelle Cooney, 2014). The analysis for metaphors 
in this song seeks to reveal the singers use of protest song as a vehicle for social critique and 
in this case is dependent on contextual knowledge.  
Dempsey employs the use of metaphors pertaining to the theme of economic injustice in the 
context of Ireland’s Celtic Tiger era. Dempsey personifies Ireland’s surging economic state, 
“The fastest growing inflation rate in the world”, using a vivid tangible metaphor, that of an 
Irish version of a wild animal, The Celtic Tiger. He is sardonic in his comparison of this 
insatiably hungry, “greedy” wild animal devouring everything in sight, “I want more, more”. 
The sentiment of absolute greed is reinforced and intensified in the song by it’s opening 
lyrics, “Greedy, greedy, greedy, greedy, greedy, So greedy, greedy, greedy, greedy, greedy” 
and again in the penultimate line before the ending chorus, “Hear the Celtic Tiger roar - I 
want more”. This very simple structure and repetitive use of one word belies the complexity 
of the issues. However, it succeeds in provoking an intense potent and persuasive message 
about the economy and inequality in Ireland. 
The politically charged metaphors are dotted throughout the lyrics of this song. Dempsey 
depicts the evolution of the sudden growth in the Irish economy by describing how the Celtic 
Tiger delivered wealth and riches to the people of Ireland, “brings jewels and crowns”. This 
striking metaphor also incorporates symbolism in its particular use of the word, “crowns”, 
therefore not only depicting an image of financial gain but also creating a starker vision of 
ultimate power, akin to a strong sovereign figure. The attributes of the generous, wealthy tiger 
are demonstrated in the metaphorical line, “picks you up off the ground”. The growth of the 
economy in Ireland is compared to a strong wild animal. An image is conjured of a vivacious 
tiger physically lifting individuals up off the ground. This symbolises the extreme wealth 
created which allows for change in economic social mobility with the ease, stealth, and 
vitality of a wild animal.  
Dempsey introduces a hint of scepticism in a bid to challenge injustice, “It brings you good 
luck or it eats you up for its supper”. The initial positive metaphor comparing the abundant 
Irish economy to that of a gregariously giving tiger begins to slip. It would appear that some 
members of society will benefit, whilst others will perish. This metaphor is provocative 
echoing a sense of social deprivation, social inequality, and marginalisation. Some parts of 
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society will cherish the gifts of the economic boom, the tiger has showered them with “good 
luck” and fortune, whilst others will suffer and be eaten by this wild animal, gaining nothing 
from the surging economy. The metaphorical language persists with the visual of a wild 
animal representing the growing Irish economy as something loud, angry, and excitable, 
“Hear the Celtic Tiger roar - I want more”. Here the ravenous tiger is demanding more. This 
graphic metaphor repeated in the chorus of the song, compares the hungry tiger to the rising 
economy, and the financial demands it placed on Irish society in order to sustain the soaring 
wealth and increasing cost of living. The repetition in this line enhances and emphasises the 
growing demands of the enraged, greedy economy, “Hear the Celtic Tiger roar - I want more, 
more, more”. Dempsey expresses his strong opinions regarding social injustice by the further 
evolving metaphorical language use in the line, “Ask anyone who's locked in a cage”. He 
implores his audience to speak with the disenfranchised groups in Irish society, comparing 
parts of Irish society to caged beings, unable to access the surge of wealth in the country. The 
wild ‘Celtic Tiger’, an uncontrolled booming economy, is visualised metaphorically as an 
entity freely roaming the country. It is consuming everything in its path, yet some individuals 
are locked away with no freedom, no access or chance to social mobility from the lower rungs 
of society.  
Dempsey’s lyrical language becomes more derisive and contemptuous in the line, “We've 
been robbed by the builders and the fat cat government”. He challenges the sources associated 
with the housing bubble created during the Celtic Tiger years in Ireland. He sardonically uses 
a metaphor comparing the builders and the government to that of deviant criminals. The 
phrase “fat cat” can be understood metaphorically as Dempsey creates a vivid comparative 
image of an overweight feline to that of the Irish government. The “fat cat” is also slang 
terminology referring disdainfully to the use of power by a wealthy businessperson or 
politician. Dempsey emphasises this metaphor by layering further metaphorical language 
comparing the government to criminals and an organised group of competitors, “a league of 
greed”. This insinuates organised criminality, a sense of premeditated action is evident, and 
the singer resigns himself to the injustice. Dempsey uses a religious metaphor comparing the 
lack of governmental action, the social deprivation and inequality to that of something 
immoral, “it’s a sin”. The metaphorical use of wild, uncontained animals is further 
incorporated echoing feelings of resignation and surrendering to the inevitable losses because, 
“but it’s the nature of the beast”. 
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Dempsey’s contempt and anger reaches a crescendo in the metaphorical lyrical line, “They're 
driving us onto the streets”. This is an emotive onslaught directed at the Irish government. 
Dempsey accuses the government of shunning their responsibilities. The literal visual image 
conjures up the governmental powers forcibly moving people onto the streets, which 
hammers home the acute knowledge of a rise in homelessness during the Celtic Tiger years.  
Dempsey directly explains this issue to his audience, “A couple with kids can't afford a place 
to live”, demanding a solution, “Where we gonna live, what we gonna do”. Dempsey 
subsequently provides his own sarcastic, mocking metaphorical answer referencing a well-
known English nursery rhyme, whereby a woman lives with a large number of children in an 
overcrowded house made out of a shoe, “We'll have to move in with the woman in the shoe”. 
Dempsey hones in on the vulnerable cohort of people in Irish society and the extremes of 
social exclusion which resulted from income poverty. Ultimately Dempsey concludes the 
issues persist, “Because of greed”.  
 
Text Box 4 
‘Celtic Tiger’ by Damien Dempsey 
Greedy/, greedy/, greedy/, greedy/, greedy 
So/ greedy/, greedy/, greedy/, greedy/, greedy 
(VERSE 1) 
Now/ they/ saw/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ in/ my/ home/ town 
Brings/ jewels/ and/ crowns/, picks/ you/ up/ off/ the/ ground 
But/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ does/ two/ things 
It/ brings/ you/ good/ luck/ or/ it/ eats/ you/ up/ for/ its/ supper 
It's/ the/ tale/ of/ the/ two/ cities/ on/ the/ shamrock/ shore 
Please/ Sir/ can/ I/ have/ some/ more 
Cos/ if/ you/ are/ poor/ you'll/ be/ eaten/ for/ sure 
And/ that's/ how/ I/ know/ the/ poor/ have/ more/ taste/ than/ the/ rich 
And/ that's/ how/ I/ know/ the/ poor/ have/ more/ taste/ than/ the/ rich 
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(CHORUS) 
Hear/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ roar/ - I/ want/ more 
Hear/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ roar/ - I/ want/ more/, more/, more 
(VERSE 2) 
The/ fastest/ growing/ inflation/ rate/ in/ the/ world, 
the/ cost/ of/ a/ rundown/ house/ is/ absurd 
This/ isn't/ any/ age/ for/ a/ low/ income/ wage 
Ask/ anyone/ who's/ locked/ in/ a/ cage 
A/ couple/ with/ kids/ can't/ afford/ a/ place/ to/ live 
Even/ if/ they/ have/ a/ good/ job 
We're/ bring/ robbed/ by/ the/ builders/ and/ the/ fat/ cat/ government 
A/ league/ of/ greed/ and/ they/ don't/ even/ need/ for/ a/ thing 
It's/ a/ sin 
But/ it's/ the/ nature/ of/ the/ beast 
You'd/ better/ go/ and/ find/ a/ priest/ and/ confess 
Because/ your/ greed/ is/ gonna/ leave/ you// soulless 
(CHORUS) 
Hear/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ roar/ - I/ want/ more 
Hear/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ roar/ - I/ want/ more/, more/, more 
(VERSE 3) 
Where/ we/ gonna/ live/, what/ we/ gonna/ do 
We'll/ have/ to/ move/ in/ with/ the/ woman/ in/ the/ shoe 
They're/ driving/ us/ onto/ the/ streets 
While/ the/ fat/ cat/ in/ government/ cheats/, and/ always 
gets/ away/ with/ his/ crime 
A/ kid/ steals/ a/ jacket/ and/ does/ time 
Just/ look/ at/ the/ world/ around/ you 
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Tell/ why/ is/ there/ so/ much/ need 
Because/ of/ greed 
Because/ of/ greed 
So/ greedy/, greedy/, greedy/, greedy/, greedy 
(CHORUS) 
Hear/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ roar/ - I/ want/ more 
Hear/ the/ Celtic/ Tiger/ roar/ - I/ want/ more/, more/, more 
 
9.6 War by Sinead O’Connor 
Sinead O’Connor is an Irish singer-song writer who rose to fame in the 1980’s and has been 
occasionally associated with controversies over the years, due to her overt public gestures and 
statements captured by the media. However, her lyrical scores have persistently encompassed 
her socio-political opinions, which she has used as a platform to express her strong views on 
organised religion in Ireland, women’s rights, war, and child abuse.  
Sinead O’Connor’s song, ‘War’ featured on her seventh studio album released in 2005. The 
lyrics are referred to in text box 5 and the complete analysis in Appendix E. This was a reggae 
album recorded in Kingston, Jamaica, whereby she sings cover versions of classic roots 
reggae songs. The cover of the album entitled ‘Throw Down Your Arms’ depicts a young 
Irish girl in her First Holy Communion dress conjuring feelings of Irish youth and innocence. 
The immediate visual of the album cover carries the undertones of Sinead O’Connor’s 
opinion regarding the Irish Catholic Church.  
In this album, O’Connor covers Bob Marley’s protest song ‘War’. The lyrics used by Marley 
in this song are almost entirely derived from and inspired by a speech made the Ethiopian 
Emperor Haile Selassie I before the United Nations General Assembly in 1963. In this well-
known song Marley denounces global inequality and discrimination based on race and 
furthermore political regimes in African countries. 
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O’Connor covers Marley’s protest song but changes the symbolism of war, and alters some of 
the lyrics, in order to express her contempt towards the Catholic church in Ireland and its 
associations with childhood sexual abuse. Analysis of this song using the Metaphorical 
Interpretation Procedure reveals limited use of lyrical metaphors within the writing, however 
the symbolism of war as a metaphor of sexual abuse is striking.  
The familiarity of Marley’s protest song already sets the scene for the audience. O’Connor 
minimally changes the lyrics of the original Marley song and only interjects with her own 
message later in her rendition with the lines, “Child-abuse, yeah, child-abuse yeah,” 
“Children, children. Fight” and “Fight the real enemy!”. The altered lyrics by O’Connor aim 
to represent the plight of abused youth instead of racial inequality. O’Connor uses the 
metaphor of war, comparing it to childhood sexual abuse and although the Catholic Church is 
not mentioned within the lyrics of the song, the name and cover of the album is littered with 
religious symbolism. It must be added that O’Connor’s timorous expression of her anger 
towards the issue of clerical childhood sexual abuse revealed in her lyrics was ostensibly 
highlighted when she sang this song live on NBC’s ‘Saturday Night Live’ in October 1992. 
O’Connor defiantly held up a photo of Pope John Paull II when singing about the, ‘Children, 
children’ and proceeded to tear it up, throwing the tattered pieces at the camera ending her 
live performance with the contumacious line, “Fight the real enemy”. 
O’Connor, like Marley’s original version of his protest song, generalises the global issue of 
war, in this context, clerical childhood sexual abuse, “Everywhere is war”. O’Connor 
emphasises the comparison of the heinous act of sexual abuse to that of a war to be fought. 
The act of sexual abuse in this context resonates as something forcibly physical and a sense of 
persistence over time. This is reiterated with the constant repetition throughout the body of 
the music evoking a sense of an issue that is a pandemic, ‘Everywhere is war’, I've got to say 
"war", I'll say "war", War in the east, War in the west, War up north, War down south, there is 
war’. 
O’Connor reveals her anti-authority sentiments towards organised religion using a metaphor 
to describe the power and impact of the Catholic church across Irish society, in this case 
described as an, “ignoble and unhappy regime”. The Catholic church is represented negatively 
as an ‘unhappy regime’. This resonates a controlling, unjust organisation instead of the 
expected benevolent teachings of a religious group. O’Connor’s metaphor emphasises the 
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authoritative influence, “which holds all of us through”. This metaphor conjures up an image 
of an organisation figuratively holding its people with a deep grip. O’Connor’s metaphorical 
images intensify in the strikingly emotive and complex line, “sub-human bondage has been 
toppled”, whereby she describes, by comparing, the actions of the perpetrators of childhood 
sexual abuse to “bondage”. This carefully constructed sentence forms a loaded visual 
metaphor, given the possible understanding of the use of the word “bondage” within this 
context. Bondage may refer to the chains or ropes utilised in a sexual act for pleasure or it 
may refer to a person who belongs to another through slavery. Both meanings are applicable 
to O’Connor’s outcry and outrage towards the perpetrators of abuse. O’Connor overtly 
explains this in her open letter, following her guest appearance on the NBC ‘Saturday Night 
Live’ show stating, “The Catholic church has controlled us by controlling education, through 
their teachings on sexuality, marriage, birth control and abortion, and most spectacularly 
through the lies they taught us with their history books” (Pareles, 1992). 
O’Connor’s uses a war metaphor as a rhetorical trope at the close of her song whereby she 
directly challenges her audience, “Children. Children”, to, “Fight the real enemy!”. Once 
again, the metaphorical symbolism of a battle against a perpetrator and an organisation which 
is abusing its power is evident. O’Connor summons her audience, the victims of abuse, to 
challenge the authority of the Catholic church assertively commanding her followers that, “we 
have confidence in the victory” whilst echoing religious overtones, “of good over evil”. 
 
Text Box 5 
‘War’ by Sinead O’Connor 
(VERSE 1) 
Until/ the/ philosophy, 
Which/ holds/ one/ race/ superior 
And/ another/ inferior, 
Is/ finally/ and/ permanently 
Discredited/ and/ abandoned, 
Everywhere/ is/ war. 
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(VERSE 2) 
Until/ there/ is/ no/ longer/ first/ class 
Or/ second-class/ citizens/ of/ any/ nation. 
Until/ the/ colour/ of/ a/ man's/ skin, 
Is/ of/ no/ more/ significance/ than 
The/ colour/ of/ his/ eyes, 
I've/ got/ to/ say/ "war". 
(VERSE 3) 
That/ until/ the/ basic/ human/ rights, 
Are/ equally/ guaranteed/ to/ all, 
Without/ regard/ to/ race, 
I'll/ say/ "war" 
(VERSE 4) 
Until/ that/ day/ the/ dream/ of/ lasting/ peace, 
World-citizenship/ and/ the/ rule/ of 
International/ morality/ will/ remain 
Just/ a/ fleeting/ illusion/ to/ be/ pursued, 
But/ never/ obtained. 
And/ everywhere/ is/ war. 
(VERSE 5) 
Until/ the/ ignoble/ and/ unhappy/ regime 
Which/ holds/ all/ of/ us/ through, 
Child-abuse/, yeah/, child-abuse/ yeah, 
Sub-human/ bondage/ has/ been/ toppled, 
Utterly/ destroyed, 
(CHORUS) 
Everywhere/ is/ war. 
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War/ in/ the/ east, 
War/ in/ the/ west, 
 
War/ up/ north, 
War/ down/ south, 
There/ is/ war, 
And/ the/ rumours/ of/ war. 
(VERSE 6) 
Until/ that/ day, 
There/ is/ no/ continent, 
Which/ will/ know/ peace. 
Children/, children. 
Fight! 
(VERSE 7) 
We/ find/ it/ necessary. 
We/ know/ we /will/ win. 
We/ have/ confidence/ in/ the/ victory 
Of/ good/ over/ evil 
Fight/ the/ real/ enemy! 
 
10. Analysis of songs using narrative and functional theory 
This thesis employs narrative and functional theories to analysis the chosen case songs. These 
theories were chosen as they are applicable, firstly, to the context of storytelling, thus this 
thesis argues the structure of songs and their lyrics impart a narrative quality. Nicholls points 
out that Abbott correctly asserts humankind organises its understanding of time through 
narration, therefore this study argues that contemporary music produces a story with a 
temporal dimension of narrative linking song to the present societal discourse (Nicholls, 
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2007). This is useful to analyse and interpret the narrative within popular songs. Similarly, 
functional analysis was chosen as a methodology to analyse the case songs due to its 
applicability. Wright highlights that many studies have either explicitly or implicitly utilised a 
functional framework for examining mass communications (Wright, 1960). A basic 
requirement for applying functional analysis, is that the object of analysis is a standardised 
item, that is something which is patterned and repetitive. This requirement is attributable to 
popular songs. 
 
10.1 Analysis and narrative theory 
Narrativity is theoretically a feature encountered in the context of storytelling. Nicholls argues 
that the mention of music is often omitted from books focusing on narrative theory and 
narratology, despite the lengthy inclusion list of myth, legend, fable, tale, drama, mime, and 
painting. The list of narrative genres is considered expansive; however, Nicholls points out 
that ‘music is conspicuous by its absence’ (Nicholls, 2007).  Nicholls also refers to Jean-
Jacques Nattiez’ critique of application of narrative theory to music in that, ‘the composer 
speaks to us’, however Nattiez simultaneously argued that ‘music is not a narrative and that 
any description of its formal structures in terms of narrativity is nothing but superfluous 
metaphor’ (Nicholls, 2007). Nicholls argues against this latter point citing that music can 
evolve and become part of a narrative discourse.  
Narrative analysis and theory in the human sciences refers to approaches used on diverse 
types of texts, which all have in common a storied form (Riessman, 2005). The narrative 
analysis allows for a perspective of studying the metaphors and symbolism within songs. The 
sequence and consequence of the text create a narrative, that is; events are chosen, organised, 
connected and evaluated as meaningful for a particular audience (Riessman, 2005).  Listeners 
can thus hear music as a story-like format.  
Narrative aims to entice and appeal to an audience. Given the knowledge of the contentious 
opinions discussed above in relation to narrative theory and popular music, I would argue that 
it can be applied to some of the contemporary protest songs in this study. These protest songs 
have narrative agency. It is also important that the narrative analysis is inclusive of analysis of 
metaphorical language which serves to unravel and reveal the detail of lyrical discourse. 
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Narrative theory arguably has a semiotic enterprise which enriches musical analysis. 
Therefore, although a narrative is not overtly evident in the musical lyrics constructed, the 
plot and story can still be imagined by the listener, which constitutes a narration. Narrative 
interpretations of music are obtained ultimately because of the focus with texted music and 
the narrative properties are acquired with the use of the songwriter’s strategies, such as 
employing the use of metaphors. Lastly narratives are inferred through the subjective 
imposition, that is, by the analyst, whereby particular meanings are imposed onto objective 
musical materials.  
The broad scope of the academic debate regarding narrative theory and music exceeds that of 
this study, however I would like to employ Nicholls basic principles here. Nicholls offers two 
basic principles, offering a solution to the application of narrative theory to music prose 
(Nicholls, 2007). Firstly narrative theory is a relatively simple tool to aid analytical 
interpretation of a variety of texted materials and secondly, from a musical perspective the 
primary application of narrative theory may have to be restricted to those instances by which 
the musical material has been created in response to and within the setting of a literary text 
(Nicholls, 2007). Riessman describes several models of narrative analysis, none of which are 
hierarchical. I have employed the use of structural analysis here due to its particular focus on 
narrative devices which make a story persuasive, that is, language is the object under close 
investigation here which ties in with the metaphorical analysis already completed (Riessman, 
2005). Not all stories will contain all elements of structural analysis which is an important 
aspect considering the lyrical structure of songs. 
U2’s song ‘Bloody Sunday’ is written as a first-person homodiegetic narration by the 
protagonist which is directed to the masses. Similarly, The Cranberries song ‘Zombie’ also 
creates a war narrative but utilises the second person narrative. These songs overall retain the 
basic components of a narrative’s structure. Firstly, orientation to the situation of war and 
violence within the first verse, in U2’s song, “Bodies strewn across the dead end street” and 
The Cranberries song, “And the violence caused such silence”. Secondly the move to the 
complicating action or plot, which evolves through both these songs using politicalised 
metaphors to describe and help the listener visualise war and violence against innocent 
individuals. Thirdly evaluation, whereby the narrator steps back from the action and scene to 
communicate meaning and emotion. U2’s Bono, directly confronts his listeners, “How long 
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must we sing this song”, as does The Cranberries singer Dolores O’ Riordan referencing 
innocent death because of violence, “What’s in your head?”.  
Hozier’s song ‘Take Me to Church’, similarly is a first-person narrative speaking to his 
listeners. The structural analysis is less defined than the previous songs and is presented in a 
more abstract structure but nonetheless is present and communicates a love story. The listener 
is oriented to the protagonist’s situation, that of his unwavering love and admiration for his 
same-sex partner and the church, and perhaps more broadly speaking society’s, unacceptance 
and judgment of their same-sex relationship, “My lover’s got humour, she’s the giggle at a 
funeral, knows everybody’s disapproval”. The lyrical narration of this song moves through 
complicating action, there is a crisis in this story, the protagonist challenges the teachings of 
the Catholic church and it’s judgement on same-sex relationships, “I’ll worship like a dog at 
the shrine of your lies, I’ll tell you my sins and you can sharpen your knife”. This structure 
contains an evaluation perspective, whereby the protagonist communicates the genuine love 
in the relationship, “There is no sweeter innocence than our gentle sin”. However, the story 
line does not conclude with a resolution of the issue. The protagonist repeats the songs 
chorus, thus ending with an unresolved narrative, which communicates an unsettled feeling of 
an unfinished story.  
O’Connor’s cover version of Bob Marley’s song ‘War’, from a narrative theory perspective 
quickly orientates the listener temporally and situationally, indicating a pervasive unchanging 
time period of child abuse, “Until the philosophy…. Is finally and permanently discredited 
and abandoned, war is everywhere”. O’Connor’s song encompasses a complicating action, the 
event sequence being the commentary on the pervasiveness of child abuse with no hope of 
change, “Until the ignoble and unhappy regime which holds all of us through”,  and plot 
resolution; unless direct action is taken, “Until that day, there is no continent, which will 
know peace”. O’Connor’s narrative is completed with a coda, ending a story, and bringing 
action back to the present, in doing so imploring the abused to, “Fight!” using determined, 
deviant and rebellious lyrics, “We find it necessary. We know we will win”.  
Dempsey alternates between a second- and third-person narrative position in his song ‘Celtic 
Tiger’. The application of structural analysis of this protest song readily identifies a narrative. 
This singer uses metaphorical language in the lyrics as a narrative device throughout the song. 
This song demonstrates a brief, topically centred, and temporally ordered story. The basic 
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component of a narrative’s structure is evident here to include orientation, complicating 
action, evaluation, resolution, and a coda. The listener is orientated to the situation in the 
opening verse of the song, one of a salubrious Ireland, “Now they saw the Celtic Tiger in my 
hometown…. The fastest growing inflation rate in the world”. The complicating action or plot 
here is focused on a narrative of wealth inequality. The singer evaluates the plot, emotively 
communicating his disdain to the listener through the use of metaphorical language, “They're 
driving us onto the streets, while the fat cat in government cheats”. The narrative in this song 
lacks a definitive resolution, the singer pointedly asks a rhetorical question to his listeners, 
“Tell me why is there so much need”. However, ultimately the coda, a more definitive end to 
the story, continues to echo the disdain from the opening lines throughout repetition, “So 
greedy, greedy, greedy, greedy, greedy”.  
 
10.2 Analysis and functional theory 
Another theoretical tool that is applicable to these contemporary protest songs is that of 
functional analysis. Functional analysis can be applied to mass communications. Wright 
points out that at its broadest level, mass communication itself is a social process as it is a 
patterned and repetitive phenomenon in many modern societies (Wright, 1960). 
The distribution of mass media communicating a message and motives through song to a 
large, public, indiscriminate and heterogenous anonymous audience is a complex 
phenomenon which can be addressed using functional analysis. This study will aim to theorise 
if protest songs potentially serve a function as a means of communicating socio-political 
issues within their appropriate contexts in Irish society. Wright claims that the “possible 
functions here are the enrichment and variety which are introduced into a society's culture 
through mass-communicated information” (Wright, 1960).  However, this study is limited as 
it will not address the specific consequences of the impact protest songs have on the audience 
from a socio-political perspective but will endeavour to analyse whether the music using 
lyrical strategies such as metaphors reflect or mirror contextually relevant Irish issues.  
The function of song text and its performance can inform us about society and its political 
sphere. It is important to incorporate the socio-historical and political contextualisation of the 
era when understanding these Irish contemporary songs through functional analysis. Hirsch 
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describes the increasing evidence of song lyrics questioning Establishment norms, both 
implicitly and explicitly, calling for a challenge in courses of action (Hirsch, 1971). Indeed, 
Hirsch categorised all hit songs as social protest, whose lyrics focused on controversial 
themes including the morality of war, relations between racial groups and songs critical of the 
accepted values or legitimised roles in American society (Hirsch, 1971). 
The contemporary protest songs studied here deal with socio-political issues which resonate 
within the Irish context. If one considers protest music as a type of system or organisation 
expressing rhetoric, therefore applying a functional analysis approach might help determine 
what functions this type of communication serves to the population in Ireland, the audience. 
Systems and organisations arguably have psychological and social motivations; therefore, 
protest songs hold this ability. Irvine describes six variables which function to potentially 
produce a rhetorical impact. These variables include firstly the ethical reputation of the source 
(is the performers rhetorically-oriented message congruent with the value structure of the 
audience), secondly the nature of the instrument source (individual instruments elicit and 
generate different emotions), thirdly the lyrical structure can produce rhetorical impact 
(including metaphorical language use), the fourth variable is the melodic structure, the fifth 
variable is the nature of the chord structure and progression (these sounds can produce a 
physiological and psychological change in the listener). Finally the sixth variable with 
potential rhetorical impact is the structure of the communicative situation whereby the artist 
functions in a rhetorical manner in an attempt to adapt the musical message to the value 
structure of the perceived audience and the communicative situation, for example listening to 
a protest song on the radio versus within a rally setting would be a clear instance of the 
influence of context upon the reception of the musical message (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972).  
Now this study will focus on the third functional variable as part of a theoretical framework of 
functional analysis which is used to produce rhetorical impact, that of the lyrical structure 
used in music. The words and grammatical structure are the basic elements of the lyrical 
structure. Irvine argues the rhetorical capacity of the lyrical structure functions to include a 
direct and immediate argumentative potential but depending on the type of structure used 
(Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972). Irvine suggests that stylistic imagery and use of metaphors is a 
less directive argument style to derive rhetorical impact. 
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The lyrical structure of the songs in this study have already been analysed for their use of 
metaphorical language. The protest songs produced by the bands U2 and The Cranberries 
utilise stylistic images of war through metaphorical language but viewing this through the 
lens of functional analysis, this language structure produces rhetorical impact and arguably in 
a direct argumentative style. The function of which confronts the listener and indeed the 
rhetoric directly assaults their ears to argue the political message and theme. U2’s use of a 
repetitive war metaphor with a pounding drumbeat sounding out to the audience, describing a 
vivid “Sunday, Bloody Sunday, Sunday, Bloody Sunday” and similarly The Cranberries 
haunting evocative persistent metaphor of death conjures up a disturbing image, “Zombie, 
Zombie, Zombie”.  
Hozier, Sinead O’Connor and Damien Dempsey’s protest songs have a less repetitive sing-
along lyrical structure than the other protest music in this study. The use of metaphors in the 
lyrical structures are more obscure, however this is but one variable of functional analysis as 
listed by Irvine. The lyrical structure using metaphors in these songs may lack the function of 
rhetorical impact, however lyrics are treated by performers as only one of the multitude of 
components of the total sound directed at their audience. 
 
11. Do political metaphors and themes resonate with Irish socio-political issues? 
A close reading of protest songs with a focus on metaphors and their themes reveal different 
levels of meaning which in part are dependent on contextual knowledge. The songs studied in 
this thesis are for the most part ostensibly simple in structure and speak to a local Irish 
soundscape. The Irish singer-songwriters studied here, despite many achieving international 
acclaim, approach their critiques from a unique local Irish perspective. 
U2’s song ‘Sunday, Bloody Sunday’ and The Cranberries, ‘Zombie’, gives voice in their 
commentary of the political unrest and civil war in Northern Ireland. This narrative is familiar 
to individuals both north and south of the Irish border. Both songs hone in on two different 
tragic events as a result of the social divisions and violence within Northern Ireland, spilling 
across to the UK and the Republic of Ireland. U2’s song uses metaphors and themes that are 
emotive and political, highlighting the segregation, sectarianism and the legacy of the conflict 
and challenging an end to it. U2’s political protest seeks resolution to the violence and social 
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integration, “’cause tonight we can be as one”. The Cranberries song illustrates metaphors and 
themes related to violence which provide a more haunting commentary on the persistent 
legacy associated with the unrest and societal damage of civil war entrenched in people’s 
memories, “it’s the same old thing since 1916, in your head, in your head, they’re still 
fighting”. This protest song thus acts as a critical voice in the context of the violence 
associated with socio-political discourse of The Troubles.  
These protest songs resonate within the context of Irish socio-political discourse. Jarman and 
Bell’s anthropological research demonstrates the lingering legacy of the past, of hostility, fear 
and mistrust which dominates the wider social environment of Northern Ireland secondary to 
years of segregation and violent sectarianism (Jarman & Bell, 2012). These artists are known 
globally and perhaps the theme of violence and war will resonate with other members of 
fractious war-torn societies internationally, however the chronic unrest and sectarianism 
associated with the Northern Ireland conflict specifically reverberates to an Anglo-Irish 
audience. 
Hozier’s song, ‘Take Me to Church’ is very fitting within contemporary Irish socio-political 
discourse and notably impeccable timing having reached global popularity in 2014, one year 
before the Irish marriage referendum of 22nd May 2015. The metaphors, themes and narrative 
analysis of this song demonstrate the unresolved issue and conflicting ideologies of Ireland’s 
Catholic religious backdrop against the political stance the Irish government have taken in 
relation to same-sex marriage, having amended the Irish Constitution to provide that marriage 
is recognised irrespective of the sex of the partners. Hozier’s metaphors and themes in this 
song could not be more fitting and timelier with the socio-political discourse in Ireland during 
this period. The Irish marriage referendum originated from a long campaign by the LGBT 
community seeking to put marriage rights onto the political agenda. The government initially 
made a decision to refer the matter regarding marriage rights to the Constitutional 
Convention, a major experiment in deliberative democracy in Ireland with a report sanctioned 
on 2nd July 2013 by the convention recommending that the Constitution be amended to 
introduce marriage equality. It is to be noted that this was the first time in Irish history that a 
referendum was called as a result of a process of deliberation involving ordinary citizens 
(Elkink et al., 2017). This referendum fell under the category of moral-social questions and 
represented discourse within a deep-rooted conservative-liberal cleavage in Irish politics.  
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It is worthwhile noting that Hozier’s international acclaim with a hit song laced with political 
themes and metaphors ties in with the evidence of considerable international interest in this 
referendum. Twitter released a global heat map of the activity on the #MarRef hashtag 
whereby a widespread social media campaign documented young voters from across the 
world returning to Ireland to cast their vote and the Twitter hashtag #HomeToVote was used 
72,000 times in just 24 hours on the day of the referendum (Elkink et al., 2017). It can be 
argued that a large part of the piqued international interest following this referendum derived 
from the cultural perception of Ireland as a deeply conservative country with a Catholic 
majority population. Hozier taps directly into this in his song emphasising to the listener the 
Irish experience and reputation of conservative dominance and Catholic social teaching 
evident in Irish society. The 2015 referendum on marriage was a remarkable political event, 
bringing to the fore a discourse on the social equality of same-sex relationships in a country 
with a reputation for being religiously conservative. Hozier’s political protest song 
appropriately and actively resonates within the context of Irish socio-political issues and 
discourse. 
O’Connor is known to use the public media to exhibit the personal pain of her abused 
childhood and her stance regarding the complexities of her position as an Irish woman, 
particularly in relation to abortion (Cullingford, 1994). O’Connor addressed a protest rally in 
Dublin in 1992, over the refusal by the Irish government to allow a 14-year-old rape victim 
travel abroad for an abortion stating it was, ‘an invasion of the civil rights of all Irish women’ 
(RTE archives). O’Connor, known to wear provocative T-shirts with slogans such as 
“Recovering Catholic”, has been outspoken in her accusations of the Catholic Church as a 
source of Irishwomen’s reproductive dilemmas (Cullingford, 1994). 
O’Connor was persistent in creating a protest scene through her music across her career which 
certainly coincided with the exposure of the rumbling underlying socio-political discourse in 
relation to the power of the Catholic Church and the hidden childhood sexual abuse scandals. 
During the twentieth century, the Catholic Church played a central role in establishing and 
overseeing the workings of institutions for children, which suited an impoverished state 
(Kenny, 2009). The state was experiencing a chronic struggle to survive following 
independence from the United Kingdom in 1921. The Republic of Ireland had a high 
proportion of boys and girls institutionalised, some having committed crimes but more 
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commonly, many came from deprived homes. O’Connor’s adapted version of the song ‘War’ 
appeared to pre-empt, and somewhat prophesise, the evolving socio-political discourse 
regarding sexual abuse scandals within the Irish Catholic Church. There was a collective 
impact of the media in exposing these cases related to childhood sexual abuse crimes 
committed by members of the Catholic church which increased social awareness and 
propelled this issue from a private to a public discourse within Irish society.  
O’Connor added to the media’s expose, which was effectively heightened by her 
controversial performance of the politically themed song ‘War’, on the American show 
Saturday Night Live in October 1994. The theme of abuse, veiled as a war metaphor, strongly 
resonated with Irish society at this time. There were mounting concerns in 1994 about the 
tepid reluctant response of Irish politicians to emerging evidence of childhood sexual abuse 
scandals, which appeared to be a precipitate in a number of factors leading to the collapse of a 
coalition government at the time (Kenny, 2009). 
Damien Dempsey’s song ‘Celtic Tiger’ uses metaphors and a theme of a wild animal 
depicting the booming growth in the Irish economy of the mid 1990’s to the late 2000’s and 
the discrepancy and divide in wealth and poverty levels that ensued. Dempsey’s song, using 
political metaphors and themes, astutely taps into the illusory benefits of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ 
which ultimately concealed an underlying society of inequality, poverty, and marginalisation. 
Dempsey is able to capture the socio-political discourse which emerged in the wake of the 
financial crash whereby social welfare payments lagged significantly behind a very rapid rise 
in incomes from work and specifically within the property sector (Whelan & Maitre, 2006). 
Dempsey’s political themes and metaphors echoes the socio-political landscape of Ireland 
whereby the higher levels of economic growth and upgrading of Ireland’s class structure 
masked a deepening problem of marginalisation and blocked mobility (Whelan & Maitre, 
2006). This aptly resonates across Irish society and the ongoing discourse continued for many 
years following the global financial crash in 2008.  
 
12. Impact of political metaphors and themes on the receiving audience 
Protest songs can operate as noisy, exuberant expressions which can serve to provide 
solidarity in support of or against a specific cause or alternatively may draw attention to a 
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cause. Some songs people hear are radio melodies they sing along to without fully realising 
the social protest piece behind the lyrics.  
Dillane argues a very important point that the actual delivery of the protest song and its 
message must be as profoundly satisfying musically as it is politically potent lyrically (Power 
et al., 2017). The singer must embody and perform with authenticity in order to create a more 
effective and affective impact on the audience. Simon Firth references Jon Landau, editor and 
house theorist of Rolling Stone, arguing that musicians articulating their attitudes, styles and 
feelings “were genuine reflections of their own experience and of the social situation which 
had helped produce that experience” (Frith, 1981). Thus, the claim that if a song or 
performance portrays authenticity, therefore it can be interpreted as the sign of a real 
community.  
Damien Dempsey’s work stands out from the list of Irish contemporary artists studied here. 
Dempsey is considered a working class, Irish republican and known for his compelling stage 
presence and commanding voice. His musical talent allows for a convincing expression of 
political persuasion across a local Irish soundscape. Some of Dempsey’s audience are 
arguably already very primed to receive his message and others respond in a more emotive 
and visceral way to the feelings expressed and lyrical tactics utilised, such as political 
metaphors. Indeed, Dempsey himself understands his fame and recognition due to the impact 
his lyrics have on his audience, “because I write songs that make them feel a certain way, that 
move them, I think. A friend of mine, his mother calls me the crying man”. He also does not 
shy away from answering politically charged questions answering honestly in a recent 
interview, “we just need some social housing, some public housing because in any society 
you have to build public housing because not everyone has the ability to earn the same wage” 
(Egan, 2019). 
Dempsey approaches his critique of the Irish economy during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ years and the 
Irish government from a very local Irish perspective. His performance as an artist is further 
enhanced and resonates with his audience’s reality due to his presence as an activist within 
Irish society, a performing activist at that. Dempsey performed at a rally in Ireland’s capital 
city on 18th May 2019 whereby thousands of people marched in protest over the rising 
homeless figures. This organised demonstration came to the streets under the rally banner of 
‘Raise the Roof’ protesting about the housing crisis; demanding that the Irish government 
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take action to build more public housing and for rent controls and the right to housing to be 
formally inserted into the Constitution. Dempsey’s song ‘Celtic Tiger’, resonates with this 
receiving audience and given his above active participation within the socio-political setting 
he embodies a definitive authenticity. The political metaphors utilised by Dempsey strike at 
the heart of this issue. Dempsey mixes the lyrical language of metaphors and frank directness 
about the topic so the message is targeted, it cannot be misconstrued and can be clearly 
understood by all, “ask anyone who’s locked in a cage, a couple with kids can’t afford a place 
to live” (Text Box 4).  
Protest songs can have an effective impact on their receiving audience by virtue of their use of 
targeting strategies. U2 is considered a rock band thus lending itself to its roots associated 
with rebellion and freedom. U2’s song ‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’ was released 11 years after 
the violent incident in Northern Ireland and through the use of political metaphors and a war 
theme, this song transports the listener into a 1970’s war-torn Irish landscape. The listener is 
forced to move into a position of observer and watch the horror of violence unfold on a 
particular day during The Troubles. This song has been played more than 600 times by U2 
since its inception in 1982 (The Legends Of Music, 2018). As a contemporary song it does 
not necessarily target the generation who directly experienced the conflict, but it certainly 
targets the emotive memories and known shared socio-political history experienced by 
Ireland. Bono’s audience are flooded with a passive aggressive tone, in an attempt to disperse 
collective guilt and responsibility for violent behaviour towards his audience, “How long 
must we sing this song?”. 
Interestingly the impact this song has on its receiving audience, by use of particular emotive 
lyrical language, including political metaphors, can be misconstrued.  Undoubtedly U2 were 
aware of the possible interpretation of such a politicised song as pro-republican, with a 
possibility made more likely by the endorsement of Amnesty International carried on the 
cover of the album, ‘War’ (Rolston, 2001). However, Bono consistently prefixed the 
introduction of this song at live performances with an introductory statement, “This is not a 
rebel song”. In addition, the original first line of the song had been “Don’t talk to me about 
the rights of the IRA” was changed to “I can’t believe the news today” (Rolston, 2001). The 
underlying political sentiment by U2 was decidedly anti-republican with a theme that violence 
for political ends is never justifiable, keeping in mind their receiving audiences understanding 
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of their lyrics. The political metaphors aim to sway the audience towards a neutral anti-violent 
stance, “I won’t heed the battles call”.  
The Cranberries song ‘Zombie’ plays on the emotive memories of the Irish soundscape 
echoing a time of earlier revolutions against British colonisation, “it’s the same old thing 
since 1916”, which transports the listener further back in time compared to U2’s historical 
violent event of 1970’s Ireland. It resonates with a generation of an Irish audience who 
witnessed or certainly grew up watching The Troubles unfold over many years. Arguably it 
may be less impactful on a younger generation living during more peaceful times, since the 
Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA) ceasefire 1994 and the Good Friday (or Belfast) 
Agreement of 1998. The Cranberries, unlike their contemporaries in this study were not 
performing activists which may detract from the level of authenticity experienced by the other 
contemporary protest music. However, despite this The Cranberries song is a haunting 
melodious wail of injustice which still reverberates powerful anti-violent sentiments, which 
can impact on its audience without the appreciation of the full historical context. 
Rolston points out that the impact and ability popular music has on its audience is to speak for 
and to a community. O’Connor’s challenging politically charged song, ‘War’ certainly strikes 
an emotive chord, both positive and negative, with specific sections of the receiving audience, 
including survivors of childhood sexual abuse, devout religious Catholics, and the clergy. 
O’Connor’s song is powerful in her impact on her listeners because it vindicates the victims 
but vilifies the perpetrators. Arguably O’Connor’s song sings out to a specific community’s 
aspirations and needs, challenging her target audience to confront their oppressors and 
abusers. The political metaphors echoing themes of war and confrontation, “Fight the real 
enemy” are impacting directly on the receiving audience, primarily those who experienced 
childhood sexual trauma at the hands of a religious organisation, the Catholic Church in 
Ireland.  
Hozier is an evolving contemporary pop artist not shying away from socio-political concerns 
and like the other contemporary artists in this study, uses his celebrity pedestal to support 
social causes. Hozier has participated in concerts and fundraisers challenging the issue of 
homelessness in Ireland and more recently sang at the Stand for Truth concert in the country’s 
capital Dublin when Pope Francis visited Ireland in August 2018. This was an organised 
protest rally against sexual abuse scandals perpetrated by the Catholic Church. Hozier has 
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thus prepared his audience with his known socio-political acts therefore priming listeners for 
his popular protest music. 
In a similar vein to the other artists discussed, Hozier’s song, ‘Take me to church’, 
successfully impacts listeners from a specific section of Irish society whose sexuality is not 
accepted within the dominant religious organisation. The protest message could be interpreted 
as the religious teachings’ dilemma against same sex relationships or as seen in the visuals of 
the music video, simply against violence directed at same sex couples. This songs’ impact on 
its audience is effective and authentic. Hozier is an example of how a singer, song and 
performance can impact its audience within their historical and political context. Firstly, due 
to the religious political metaphors and themes utilised in this song which resonate with an 
Irish demographic but also due to the timing of this songs release, whereby there was active 
socio-political discourse regarding legislation for same sex marriage in Ireland. 
Hozier’s intention certainly aims to make an impactful statement through his music and lyrics. 
However, he reveals an awareness and honest insight into potential limitations and 
misunderstandings of his work by his audience. In a recent interview he curtly stated, “Yeah, 
is it a concern that someone will regard the work or regard my contribution as disingenuous or 
cynical, I’m sure people will. That’s the f**king risk of making work. And that’s the risk of 
making honest work. I can’t control that, but I assure you if I wanted to make a f**king pop 
song, I would have written a pop song because it would have been far easier. I don’t care that 
non-political artwork exists, but I would be a very different artist. I would not be dealing with 
the headache of the worry of people pointing the finger and saying that this guy is a f**king 
disingenuous hack” (Bruton, 2019). In this statement here Hozier echoes Irvine’s comments 
on the constraints of the musical form only being considered mere entertainment and not a 
form of argumentative discourse (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972). Indeed, Hozier’s intentions can 
be understood within Irvine’s description of rhetorical artistic intention whereby the artist is 
functioning within the rhetorical category of intent. The artist is directly concerned and 
embodies a sense of personal responsibility that his personal musical art becomes a 
communicative event impacting and inviting a specific response of other persons (Irvine & 
Kirkpatrick, 1972). 
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13. Conclusions 
This thesis analysed five popular Irish songs to establish if they contained political metaphors 
and themes in order to impart relevant socio-political messages across to their listeners. The 
methodological approach, the Metaphorical Identification Procedure tool, served as a well-
structured validated apparatus to identify specific metaphors within the written lyrical texts. 
The complete coding sheet (appendix), demonstrates the use of the metaphorical identification 
procedure.  
This study further employed narrative and functional analysis as part of its methodology. 
Narrative analysis allowed for exploration of the story-like discourse created by music which 
is important for the listeners meaningful understanding of the narrative and theme. This study 
did not wholly focus on music videos associated with the chosen case studies; however, it can 
be argued that these visuals also add a very strong and suggestive storyline. Thus, considering 
narrative analysis both lyrically and visually, through text and music videos, it further 
stimulates understanding of how the message is communicated in a story like format. 
Functional analysis assisted in exploring whether the case songs serve an actual function as a 
means of communicating socio-political issues to the masses. 
The utilisation of metaphors were evident most prominently in the songs ‘Sunday Bloody 
Sunday’ (by U2), ‘War’ (by Sinead O’Connor) and ‘Zombie’ (by The Cranberries). These 
case songs used intense repetition with a focus on one prominent metaphor, evident in their 
song titles. The remaining case songs, ‘Celtic Tiger’ (by Damien Dempsey) and ‘Take Me to 
Church’ (by Hozier) also contained multiple political metaphors but were more subtlety 
dispersed throughout the lyrics. The metaphorical identification procedure utilised, confirmed 
the hypothesis that political metaphors were present in the chosen contemporary Irish songs 
analysed.  
This study also argues that narrative analysis used as a methodology to assess popular music 
allows the listener to meaningfully understand the story depicted by the musician. I argue that 
the narrative analysis employed, thus confirms this hypothesis. Functional analysis was an 
additional methodological tool to establish if song text and its performance can inform us 
about society and its political sphere. This study confirms the hypothesis that these popular 
songs informed the audiences about specific pertinent and relevant socio-political issues, all 
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of which were topical within Irish politics, including the Northern Ireland conflict, challenges 
within the Catholic Church related to childhood sexual abuse scandals and their stance on 
same-sex marriage and finally Ireland’s economic recession and housing crisis. The case 
songs studied here serve as a vessel for challenging the socio-political status quo. The use of 
metaphorical language, narrative and direct rhetoric as part of the songs function bolstered 
this evidence, demonstrating that popular songs can be used to send significant messages of 
protest in a creative way and potentially speak out on behalf of the most vulnerable parts of 
society. This deeper analysis of popular protest songs brings to the surface interesting 
concepts in which music presents discourse to the world with the help of specific language 
devices, such as metaphors and narrative. 
The value of closely reading and analysing protest songs allows the study of compositional 
tactics used, lyrically and musically, in order for a singer to effectively get their message 
across to their audience. This has been studied and confirmed throughout analysis in this 
thesis. The singers of protest songs often reveal their own personal alignment with politics 
and inner socio-political musings; therefore, the emotional aspect of music is bound to a 
concept of authenticity of the singer and to the musical and lyrical form of the song (Long & 
Barber, 2015). Arguably music is a major global industry associated with limitations and 
restrictions by the structure and ideological imperatives of that industry. However, this does 
not detract from contemporary musicians’ ability to create a conduit between political issues 
and imparting them on their audience, often using lyrically political themes and metaphors to 
serve as effective emotive tactics to enhance the understanding of their message.  
Music has power and persuasiveness beyond rhetoric. Music is present in all cultures and is 
recognisable, familiar, and translatable. It can therefore transcend across social and political 
divides. The performing musicians presenting their protest music assist in solidifying 
messages and meanings to societal concerns, providing the audience with snapshots of social 
conditions and defining moments within a society. Perhaps in the future, these contemporary 
protest songs studied here will further evolve into providing a historicist interpretation of the 
socio-political issues within the context of the Irish experience. 
Music is a form of creative communication which can be used as a social protest discourse 
which aims to challenge the dominant power structures and ideologies present at a specific 
point in time. Kosokoff states, “Man has created songs to express every human emotion” and 
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“Man has often written and sung songs with the conscious intent of persuading those who 
hear them” (Kosokoff & Carmichael, 1970). Listeners to music may not ordinarily anticipate 
political themes or persuasion and therefore adopt positions as ready recipients of the 
rhetorical statements without being consciously aware of its complete implications. However, 
the use of political metaphors in song lyrics adds an additional dimension of enhanced 
cognitive understanding, potentially augmenting the interaction between the audience and the 
message within the protest song. Further studies on popular music and its links to present 
socio-political discourse are needed in order to show that mainstream music can be utilised 
and developed to embed politically relevant messages, accessible and meaningful to the 
ideologies of the people listening and receiving them. 
 
14. Izvleček 
Uporaba metafor znotraj političnega in družbenega prizorišča se je prepletla v politično 
razmišljanje in ima pomembno vlogo. Metafore so edinstveno močno in pomembno politično 
orodje za sporočanje sporočil in pomoč širokemu občinstvu. Za glasbenike lahko rečemo, da 
opravljajo novinarsko vlogo v političnih gibanjih, protestno glasbo pa lahko uporabljajo za 
prenos sporočil o nezadovoljstvu. Glasba je lahko ogledalo in posrednik časov političnih 
pretresov. Omogoča lahko tudi zvočno sliko, ki nam omogoča poslušanje in razumevanje 
družbe, njihovih ljudi in zgodovine. 
Moj osnovni cilj te raziskave je analizirati sodobno glasbo na Irskem, zlasti iskati politične 
metafore. Zanimajo me politične metafore in teme, ki se kažejo v popularni glasbi. Ta naloga 
daje pregled zgodovine glasbe in politike na Irskem. Prvo ključno vprašanje, ki smo ga 
raziskali, je naslednje: „Ali irska sodobna glasba uporablja metafore za razpršitev politično 
relevantnega sporočila in katere metafore se uporablja?“. Iz tega sledi: "Ali irska sodobna 
glasba sporoča politično temo s svojimi liričnimi pripovedmi, ki jih je mogoče 
kontekstualizirati v družbenopolitične teme irske družbe?". 
Odločil sem se, da bom v sodobni pesmi preučil konkretno politične metafore, saj ponuja 
edinstveno perspektivo kot obliko politične komunikacije. Ta študija raziskuje, kaj proti tem 
sodobnim protestnim skladbam dejansko protestira in če je glasba ustrezna in v skladu s 
trenutnim političnim ozračjem tistega časa. Ker je sodobna glasba priljubljena umetniška 
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oblika, ima največji vpliv na večje občinstvo. Za to študijo sem izbral sodobne irske 
glasbenike, ki znajo ustvarjati politična mnenja z družbeno zavednimi besedili in so znani 
širokemu krogu poslušalcev na Irskem in po svetu. Gradivo, do katerega dostopam, je 
omejeno zaradi moje odločitve, da se bom osredotočil na sodobno irsko glasbo od leta 1980 
do današnjega datuma. Ta raziskava se osredotoča na naslednje izvajalce, U2, Hozier, The 
Cranberries, Damien Dempsey in Sinead O'Connor. 
V tej študiji je bila uporabljena metodologija metaforičnega tolmačenja, ki jo je ustvarila 
skupina 'Pragglejaz'. To raziskovalno orodje se uporablja za prepoznavanje in analizo metafor 
v sodobni glasbi. Pripovedno in funkcionalno analizo sem uporabil tudi kot metodološke 
pristope za analizo izbrane glasbe. Protestne pesmi imajo pripovedno agencijo, ki jo najbolje 
razumejo z uporabo narativne teorije, funkcionalna teorija pa ponuja analitični okvir za 
preučevanje množičnih komunikacij. 
Ta raziskava je pokazala, da so metafore najbolj vidne v protestnih pesmih "Sunday Bloody 
Sunday" (avtor U2), "War" (Sinead O'Connor) in "Zombie" (The Cranberry). Te pesmi so 
uporabile intenzivno ponavljanje s poudarkom na eni vidni metafori, kar je vidno v njihovih 
naslovih pesmi. Preostale pesmi "Celtic Tiger" (Damien Dempsey) in "Vzemi me v cerkev" 
(Hozier) so vsebovale tudi več političnih metafor, vendar so bile skozi besedila razpršene bolj 
tankočutne. 
Ta študija tudi trdi, da pripovedna analiza, uporabljena kot metodologija za ocenjevanje 
popularne glasbe, omogoča poslušalcu, da smiselno razume zgodbo, ki jo je upodobil 
glasbenik. Trdim, da uporabljena pripovedna analiza tako potrjuje to hipotezo. Funkcionalna 
analiza je bila dodatno metodološko orodje, s katerim smo ugotovili, ali nas lahko besedilo 
pesmi in njena izvedba obveščata o družbi in njeni politični sferi. Ta študija potrjuje hipotezo, 
da so te priljubljene pesmi občinstvo seznanile s posebnimi pomembnimi in ustreznimi 
družbeno-političnimi vprašanji, ki so bila vsa aktualna v irski politiki, vključno s konfliktom 
na Severnem Irskem, izzivi katoliške cerkve v zvezi s škandali o spolni zlorabi otrok in 
njihovimi stališča do istospolnih zakonskih zvez in na koncu irske gospodarske recesije in 
stanovanjske krize. Zgodbe, ki jih tukaj preučujejo, služijo kot izziv za izziv 
družbenopolitičnemu statusu quo. 
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Glasba lahko razkrije trende in ideologije v družbi v času dinamičnih družbenih in političnih 
sprememb in krize. Uporaba metaforičnega jezika, pripovedništva in neposredne retorike kot 
dela pesmi je podkrepila te dokaze, ki kažejo, da je mogoče s priljubljenimi pesmimi 
ustvarjalno pošiljati pomembna protestna sporočila in potencialno spregovoriti v imenu 
najbolj ranljivih delov družbe. Ta poglobljena analiza popularnih protestnih pesmi na površje 
prinaša zanimive koncepte, v katerih glasba predstavlja diskurz svetu s pomočjo določenih 
jezikovnih naprav, kot so metafore. Politične metafore, prisotne v sodobnih protestnih 
pesmih, je mogoče uporabiti in razviti za vdelavo politično relevantnih sporočil, dostopnih in 
pomenljivih ideologijam ljudi, ki jih poslušajo in sprejemajo. 
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